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Finnish summary
11. Introduction
The origins of linguistic differences between different people, especially between the sexes, 
have been an interesting topic for researchers, linguists and ordinary people. Even some old 
English proverbs, such as A woman’s tongue wags like a lamb’s tail, portray observations and 
stereotypes of linguistic gender differences. Biological differences between males and females 
are distinctive and result in differences in the body and the brain. Researchers, such as Becker 
et al. (2008) and Paludi (2004), present the idea that there are distinctive gender differences in 
the neural bases of language. This creates the starting point for language, but the language of 
an individual is also heavily affected by culture and upbringing. Paludi (2004: 27–39) argues 
further that the social variables, such as gender, are constructed via the culture one lives in. 
However,  human  beings  transform and develop  throughout  their  life,  therefore,  also  age, 
education and other factors affect the language of an individual. 
These other sociolinguistic variables have not received as much attention in previous research 
as  gender.  Nevertheless,  several  studies  (e.g.  Trudgill  1983,  Macaulay 2005,  Tagliamonte 
2008) have emphasized the importance of a multivariable perspective when analysing the 
linguistic behavior of individuals. Thus, researchers should not restrict their studies to one or 
two factors exclusively in order to receive a multifaceted understanding of language. This is 
the starting point of my MA thesis. The idea for this study is to approach the field of interest 
from  a  multivariable  perspective,  including  such  factors  as  age,  gender,  education  and 
formality. 
The topic of the multivariable study is intensifiers. These adverbs of degree, such as very and 
quite are  used  to  either  boost  (amplifiers)  or  diminish  (downtoners)  the  meaning  of,  for 
2example, an adjective or an adverb. Intensifiers have traditionally been regarded as a frequent 
characteristic of especially female speech and thus provide an interesting basis for the study 
of gender  and other  social  variables.  The gender  variable  usually receives more attention 
compared  to  other  variables,  such as  age  and education,  and  a  multivariable  approach is 
utilized  in  few studies.  Studies  also  concentrate  heavily  on  amplifier  research,  excluding 
downtoners completely. This study, on the other hand, promotes a multivariable viewpoint 
and the importance of downtoners. The aim of this thesis is to study how different factors 
affect the frequency of intensifiers in speech. The underlying hypothesis is that all variables 
affect the occurrence of intensifiers, and that in addition to amplifiers, downtoners also have 
an importance in the multivariable perspective. Intensifiers are traditionally studied from a 
variety of different corpora, therefore, a corpus ˗ ICE-GB ˗ will be used as the  material of 
research in this MA thesis as well.
My  paper  begins  with  a  theory  part  including  theories  about  different  social  variables 
affecting language. Since the gender factor has been studied the most, it is discussed first in 
chapter two, starting with Lakoff’s (1975) theory of the features of women’s language. This is 
followed by an introduction to other social variables affecting the language of individuals. 
Chapter three introduces some theory and previous research on intensifiers and how the social 
variables  affect  the  use  of  intensifiers.  Chapter  four  introduces  the  aims  and  methods  of 
research  followed  by  the  analysis  and  discussion  of  the  results  in  the  fifth  chapter. 
Conclusions about the results will be drawn in the last chapter of the thesis.
32. Gender approaches and social variables in previous research
Gender has long been the social variable receiving the most attention among linguists (see e.g. 
Coates 2004). Therefore, this theory part will deal chronologically with the inspection of one 
of the earliest notable theories concerning the gender factor, starting with Lakoff (1975), who 
has inspired the sociolinguists of her time and the linguists of the later  generations.  After 
inspecting this popular theory, other theories will follow. Since especially more contemporary 
researchers, such as Ito and Tagliamonte (2003), have emphasized the importance of other 
social variables, for example, age and social class, I will also investigate the wide range of 
social variables in different theories.
2.1 Lakoff and the deficit features of women’s language 
The first linguist who inspired other linguists to study the affect of gender on language use 
was Robin Lakoff. She concentrated on studying the female language and according to her 
studies, there are certain linguistic characteristics that apply to women, which she calls “the 
features of women’s language”.  Lakoff (1975: 53–56) presents these features in her book 
Language and Woman’s Place (neatly summarized in table form by Holmes 2001: 286) : 
Table 1. Lakoff's (1975) features of women's language
1. Lexical hedges or fillers, e.g. you know, sort of, well, you see.
2. Tag questions, e.g. she’s very nice isn’t she?
3. Rising intonation on declaratives, e.g. it’s really good?
4. ‘Empty’ adjectives, e.g. divine, charming, cute.
5. Precise colour terms, e.g. magenta, aquamarine.
46. Intensifiers such as just and so, e.g. I like him so much.
7. ‘Hypercorrect’ grammar, e.g. consistent use of standard verb forms.
8. ‘Superpolite’ forms, e.g. indirect requests, euphemisms.
9. Avoidance of strong swear words, e.g. fudge, my goodness.
10. Emphatic stress, e.g. it was a BRILLIANT performance.
According to Lakoff (1975), women use these features for different purposes. To sum up her 
theory,  Lakoff  (1975:  52–61)  claims that  the  main characteristics  of  female language are 
uncertainty  and  the  avoidance  of  strong  opinions,  which  creates  powerlessness.  In  other 
words, the suggestion is that women are oppressed in society through language as well and 
they use these features to reinforce their subordinate status. For instance, women use more 
hedges and fillers in speech, which expresses uncertainty or lack of confidence. In order to be 
more self˗conscious and to receive power, Lakoff even proposes that maybe women should 
begin to talk more like men do and change their language so that it would contain less of these 
features that are associated with their so˗called powerless language.  
Lakoff’s  (1975) features  of women’s language have been an inspiration for the study the 
differences between female and male language. Some agreed with Lakoff and recognized the 
features of women’s language; however, many other, especially later linguists (e.g. Holmes, 
Coates) posed criticism towards the theory, concerning the theory itself – as well as the used 
methods.  These  issues  will  be  dealt  with  in  the  following  passages  in  addition  to  other 
theories about the possible differences between the speech of women and men.
First of all, Lakoff (1975) received some criticism about her methodology. Her research is 
claimed  to  rely  on  subjective  experiences  and intuition  instead  of  empirical  evidence.  In 
addition,  the conditions for the recording of her research data are criticized for being too 
5artificial.  As  the  recordings  were  done  under  laboratory  conditions,  the  samples  of  the 
subjects' speech were affected by the environment resulting in unnatural speech. Additionally, 
the imbalance of the subject group of Lakoff’s (ibid.) research has raised questions because, 
as the subjects consisted mostly of university students, the results could not be generalized 
well to the whole population (Lakoff 2004, Holmes 2001: 286–288). Naturally, all studies are 
imperfect and the generalizations made are always to some extent limited.
Second, Lakoff’s (1975) theory has received criticism especially from feminists for implying 
that there is something wrong with women’s way of speaking and that in order to be taken 
seriously,  women  need  to  speak  like  men  do.  Lakoff  has  been  accused  of  giving  the 
impression that men’s language is the norm and that women’s language is deviant from the 
norm. Nevertheless, the purpose of Lakoff's ideas was to highlight the male dominance in 
society instead of female deficiency (Holmes 2001: 284–288). The theory became later named 
as the Deficit approach despite this misunderstanding. In the following chapters we will have 
a look at later theories concerning gender and communication: the Dominance approach, the 
Difference approach and current social variable research.
2.2 From Deficit to Dominance and Difference approaches
In addition to methodology, Lakoff’s (1975) theory itself received criticism. Many linguists 
have studied the features of women’s language and have obtained inconsistent results. One 
linguist who has criticized Lakoff (1975) is Coates (2004: 87–100), who points out that more 
attention should be paid to the situation in which the speech occurs. For example, as Lakoff 
(1975) stated,  women use more hedges than men do, such as  you see. Still,  according to 
6Coates (2004), hedges do not always mean uncertainty in speech. They are more often used to 
soften  the  force  of  an  utterance  and  to  take  the  addressees  into  consideration  as  well, 
providing them an easy access to the conversation. In other words, women usually use hedges 
to express politeness rather than uncertainty. 
After Lakoff's (1975) Deficit approach many linguists argued that instead of women being the 
ones  who deviate  from the  norm,  a  new  Dominance  approach began  to  gain  popularity. 
According to the theory, the way women speak is much influenced by their status and place in 
society and in relation to men. Women show their subordination through the language they 
use, whereas men express their dominance (Coates 2004: 6).  In the 1960s, women became 
aware of  their  inferior  status  compared to  men in  the society.  This  resulted in  a struggle 
towards equality and the raise of feminism during the following decades and also a new kind 
of interest  towards the linguistic differences between men and women. In the 1980s, new 
theories  stated that  women and men belong to  different  “sub˗cultures” and that  women’s 
language should not be regarded as powerless as Lakoff (1975) suggests, it is simply different 
from the speech of men (Tannen 1991). 
In addition, women have different social networks, in other words, who they most commonly 
talk to. They are thought to be sensitive to the characteristics of the person they are talking to. 
Therefore, the way women and men speak is simply different from each other and to some 
extent influenced by society. The fact that women speak differently should not be regarded as 
lack of confidence or as a sign of uncertainty (Sunderland 2006: 13–17). This idea lead to the 
development of a so˗called Difference approach which became popular in the 1990s.
7One of the most popular theories during the 1990s was Tannen's (1991) theory about male and 
female differences. In her book You Just Don’t Understand, Tannen (1991: 42) discusses the 
“miscommunication” between men and women and implies that  “communication between 
men and women can be like cross˗cultural communication, prey to a clash of conversational 
styles.” Therefore,  Tannen believes  that  the linguistic  differences between the sexes are a 
result of the misunderstanding of the intentions of the opposite sex and not automatically of 
the male dominance in the society. 
According to Tannen, the main difference between male and female speech is “rapport˗talk“ 
and “report˗talk.” Women use “rapport˗talk” in their speech,  which Tannen (1991: 76–92) 
defines as the intention to use language as a support˗mechanism and to reach consensus and 
connection with the addressee. Hence, women use language for intimacy. Men, on the other 
hand, use language for information. The goal of this “report˗talk” is to provide information 
and to maintain a high hierarchical status in the conversation compared to other speakers.
In addition, Tannen (1991) considers the notion of women being talkative depending on the 
speech situation.  As women use language for intimacy,  they are usually quite talkative in 
private  situations.  In  public,  however,  men are  usually the more talkative because of  the 
different previously mentioned goals of speech. Quite commonly, in mixed˗sex conversations, 
it is the men who pursue to dominate the discussion while women are more inclined to remain 
more silent and listen in the background if not offered the opportunity to speak. Nevertheless, 
this  depends  much  on  the  topics  and  the  relationship  between  the  participants.  In  some 
situations, the setting can be reversed or more balanced. Also culture is in constant change, 
which has changed the communication between men and women, and especially in Western 
countries the gap between women and men as human beings has decreased.
82.3 Language and social variables 
Although  the  gender  factor  has  been  studied  the  most  of  all  social  variables,  many 
contemporary studies ( e.g. Macaulay 2005) have shown that, in fact, it does not always seem 
to  be  the  deciding  factor  or  even  the  most  important  factor  when  it  comes  to  language 
variation  between  individuals.  In  addition  to  gender,  other  factors  should  be  taken  into 
consideration  in  studies  when  describing  and  determining  the  language  of  some  specific 
groups. Macaulay ( 2005) emphasises that drawing conclusions about gender differences and 
not taking age and social class into consideration may lead to a distorted picture of language 
behavior.  Therefore,  in the following paragraphs we will  take a brief  glance at  the social 
variables age, education, social class, ethnicity and the context of speech situation. The factors 
and their relations with one another, as well as some studies, will be discussed in˗depth in 3.2. 
First,  a factor that  has been studied alongside the gender variable is age.  It  is  commonly 
acknowledged that people of different ages have a tendency to speak differently from one 
another.   In  addition  to  pronunciation  and  the  pitch  of  voice,  grammatical  forms  and 
vocabulary can vary at different ages. For example, compared to older people, young people 
tend to use more slang words and non˗standard forms, and possible excessive swearing is 
recognized to belong especially to the language of adolescents. One reason for using certain 
forms can derive from the willingness to show group membership with other young people 
and strengthen the bonds within their peer groups (Stenström 2002: 68, Holmes 2001: 166–
167, Wolfram and Fasold 1974). Eckert (2005: 390) points out that it is the adolescents who 
lead language change and are usually the ones who introduce new forms into speech. These 
forms may spread to the speech of other groups as well over time.
9The  mechanisms  behind  language  change  at  different  ages  have  been  widely  discussed, 
especially  the  role  of  society in  language  change.  Do language  patterns  in  a  community 
change over the years or do people only become more conservative when they get older? 
Eckert (1998: 151) addresses this question by giving emphasis to both mechanisms:
Age stratification of linguistic variables, then, can reflect change in the speech of the 
community as it moves through time (historical change), and change in the speech of 
the individual as he or she moves through life (age grading). 
Eckert  (1998:  151,  156,  166)  elaborates  that  the ongoing change,  the political  and social 
environment affects the whole community, as well as the speech of the individuals throughout 
their lives. For example, people growing during a depression period or war are likely to speak 
differently compared to those who have grown in more stable times. 
Second, in addition to age, other social factors, for example, education and social class affect 
the speech of individuals, although social class has an effect from earlier point of life because 
everyone is born in a certain social class. While discussing these variables, the gender and age 
variables must be taken into consideration as well, because there are significant differences in 
cohorts defined by these three factors (Holmes 2005: 100–109). There have been prominent 
sociolinguists studying language variation, for instance, Labov (1972), however, one of the 
first notable researchers studying social class is  Trudgill (1983). He studied the language of 
men and women of different social classes in Norwich and found that men tend to use more 
vernacular forms compared to women.
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Holmes (2001: 153–156) discusses the relationship between social class and gender. First of 
all, there is a gender difference in the linguistic forms that people choose in conversation. In 
addition to men using more vernacular forms than women in all social classes, Holmes (ibid.) 
points  out  that  a  further  investigation  reveals  that  female  speech  in  most  social  classes, 
especially the highest and lowest ones, is closer to that of men in the same social groups than 
that of women in other groups. This is explained by class membership, which seems to have 
more value than gender identity. Nevertheless, in some other social groups, women seemed to 
use speech that is closer to the speech of women in another class. 
Holmes (2001: 157–165) continues to present ideas that could explain these differences in 
speech. The fact that women seem to use more standard forms than men is explained by some 
linguists as the fact that women are more status˗conscious than men and usually understand 
how speech signals their class background, therefore, leading to the preference of more formal 
and  standard  speech  forms.  Another  different  idea  is  that  women  are  more  sensitive  to 
contextual  factors,  which  leads  into  using  more  formal  forms  in  such  situations  as  an 
interview.  Women might  be  using  more  formal  language  in  research  interviews and with 
people who they do not know ˗ especially if the interviewer is of the opposite sex.
Other explanations for this phenomena is that women are the guardians of society's values and 
thus must use more standard forms to express good behavior and be role models for children. 
A third explanation deals with machismo. Some linguists suggest that vernacular forms are 
used to show toughness or masculinity, which is avoided by women. However, Holmes (2001) 
argues that none of these explanations can be the sole reason for the difference in preferred 
speech forms and that the mechanisms behind the differences between males and females and 
11
social classes is not straightforward.
Third, other factors affecting the communication of people are the variation between speech 
communities, ethnicity and context. Naturally, people speak differently depending on the area 
where they have been raised or where they currently live in, and there are many variants of 
English in use. Nevertheless, there are also differences within these variants and communities 
(Macaulay 2006: 63–68; Tagliamonte 2008: 107–128). Ethnicity or race (e.g. the speech of 
white  and  black  Americans)  have  also  been  discussed  as  an  important  factor  within  the 
society. Ethnicity can be described as belongingness or identification to a certain culture and 
language can be regarded as the prime indicator and expression of one's own and another's 
ethnicity (Fishman 1998: 327–330).
In speech situations themselves, context is another important factor determining the language 
of  individuals,  as  discussed  in  the  case  of  the  social  class  factor.  The  more  formal  the 
situation, the more standard forms of language are usually preferred. According to  Trudgill 
(1983: 100):
[Language] varies not only according to the social characteristics of the speaker (such as 
his social class, ethnic group, age and sex (but also according to the social context in 
which he finds himself). The same speaker uses different linguistic varieties in different 
situations and for different purposes.
In other words, the situation determines the register. As Holmes (2001: 163) points out:
12
They [standard speech forms] are used in contexts where people operate primarily in 
terms of social status and role. When people do not know each other well, they tend to 
speak in ways that reflect their social roles (e.g. customer˗shopkeeper, teacher˗pupil, 
interviewer˗interviewee) rather than relating as individuals.
Holmes  (2001:  163)  argues  further  that  women  might  use  more  standard  language  in 
interviews to maintain their status or so that they would be perceived as socially statusful.
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3. Intensifiers 
One of Lakoff’s (1975: 54) features of women’s language (presented in 2.1) is the frequent 
use of intensifiers. Intensifiers provide an interesting field to study, because their usage shows 
differences between different social groups and they can therefore function as indicators of 
sociolinguistic differences within the speech community. This is the reason why intensifiers is 
the topic of this MA thesis. First, some theory and previous research about this phenomenon 
will be introduced in this chapter. To begin with, I will define and explain what intensifiers are 
like from a grammatical point of view and what type of words they modify. After that, I will 
have a look at the most common intensifiers, concentrating mainly on British English but 
presenting also information about other variants, for example, American English. In another 
subchapter, I will present previous studies concerning intensifiers in relation to sociolinguistic 
variables age, gender and education.
  
3.1 Intensifiers, semantics, syntax, grammaticalization and delexicalization
Intensifier  is  a  term that  does  not  have  a  unified  definition  among linguists.  Commonly, 
intensifiers  are  called  degree  adverbs  because  they  modify  the  degree  of  other  phrasal 
elements. As the term implies, degree adverbs have different degrees from high to low. Biber 
et  al.  (1999:  554)  divide  these  two  degrees  to  amplifiers  and  downtoners  (diminishers). 
Amplifiers are degree adverbs that increase the intensity of what is being said and downtoners 
“scale down the effort of the modified item”. In other words, amplifiers boost the meaning 
while downtoners diminish it. Here are examples of these two groups (from Biber et al. 1999: 
554–555). 
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Table 2. Examples of amplifiers and downtoners
Amplifiers: Downtoners:
very less
really slightly
so somewhat
absolutely rather
too quite
Even though intensifiers can be divided into these two groups, Quirk et al. (1985) like other 
linguists (e.g. Tagliamonte 2008) usually restrict their discussion of intensifiers to amplifiers 
only and leave downtoners out of research. The reason for this is that downtoners are much 
less common compared to amplifiers and therefore seen less significant in studies. In addition, 
the distinction  between amplifiers  and downtoners  is  not  always  clear˗cut  because of  the 
effect of context. Because of this ambiguity, it is easier to leave unclear cases out completely. 
Here are some sentences from the British Component of the International Corpus of English 
(ICE˗GB) to give examples of amplifiers and downtoners. The intensifiers are in bold and the 
word that the intensifier modifies is in square brackets. The examples are followed by a code, 
such as, ICE˗GB S1A˗005 190, to pinpoint their exact location in the corpus.
(1) And he was very [intelligent] and it still wasn't enough. (ICE˗GB S1A–005 190)    (ampl.)
(2) It was really [good]. (ICE˗GB S1A–005 247)       (amplifier)
(3) The photograph I thought was absolutely [terrible]. (ICE˗GB S2A–027 064)    (amplifier)
(4) That was quite [good] though. (ICE˗GB S1A–039 351)             (downtoner)
(5) They're quite [expensive] nowadays. (ICE˗GB S1A–019 128)         (downt./ampl.)
(6) Britain's position with the arts is somewhat [pathetic]. (ICE˗GB S1B–022 034)   (downt.)
(7) Well they were slightly [bemused] at the beginning.  (ICE˗GB S1B–044 137)  (downtoner)
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As we can see from examples 4 and 5, it  is not always clear whether an intensifier is an 
amplifier or a downtoner. Example 5 They're quite expensive nowadays could in some context 
mean 'they are very expensive' and in another context 'they are rather expensive', depending 
also on intonation. According to Quirk et al. (1985: 446),  quite has an amplifying meaning 
more often in American than British English. Biber et al. (1999: 556) point out that collocated 
with gradable elements, such as  quite  nice, it usually carries the meaning 'to some extent'. 
However,  with  a  non˗gradable  element,  such  as,  quite  motionless,  it  has  the  meaning 
'completely'.
In addition to amplifiers and downtoners, some linguists go further in the classification of 
intensifiers. For instance, Bolinger (1972: 17) uses the term adverbs of degree to refer to all 
intensifiers without separating amplifiers from downtoners, but according to his classification, 
intensifiers  can  be  divided  into  four  classes  depending  on  the  place  they  hold  on  an 
imaginative intensifying scale. The first class, boosters, occupies the upper part of the scale, 
for example,  terribly. Compromisers lie in the middle of the scale e.g.  rather, fairly while 
diminishers are in the lower part e.g. little. Minimizers, such as a bit, occupy the lower end of 
the scale. 
Quirk et al. (1985: 589–601) also recognize these four classes of degree adverbs and have 
divided  intensifiers  even  further.  Quirk  et  al.  (ibid.)  have  first  separated  intensifiers  into 
amplifiers and downtoners and then specified subclasses to these two classes. Amplifiers can 
be split into maximizers, e.g. absolutely, completely, fully, and boosters, e.g. deeply, highly, so. 
They both have the effect of scaling upwards in the imaginative intensity scale. Downtoners 
are divided into four classes that scale downwards from a conceived norm. These classes are 
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approximators,  e.g.  nearly,  practically,  almost;  compremizers,  e.g.  kind  of,  more  or  less,  
rather; diminishers, e.g. quite, somewhat, only; and minimizers, e.g. barely, little, hardly. 
Huddlestone and Pullum (2002: 582–585, 721–724) refer to intensifiers as degree modifiers: 
degree  adverbs  and degree  adjuncts.  They can  be  divided  into  seven different  subgroups 
depending on what part of the intensifying scale they occupy, from high to low: maximal e.g. 
absolutely,  totally;  multal  e.g.  deeply,  so;  moderate  e.g.  quite,  rather;  paucal  a bit,  little; 
minimal  at  all,  hardly;  approximating  virtually,  kid  of;  and  relative  degree  modifiers 
sufficiently,  enough.  Nevertheless,  the  last  two  subgroups,  approximating  and  relative 
subgroups are somewhat mixed in the sense that they do not have a fixed place on the scale. 
Compared to the other classifications presented in this chapter, Huddlestone and Pullum’s 
(2002) classification is somewhat unclear, especially when it comes to the approximating and 
relative subgroups.
Examples and a summary of Huddlestone and Pullum’s (2002) classification, as well as the 
other aforementioned sources, are found in the following table. First, below the name of the 
source are the terms that these sources use to refer to intensifiers. Below the terms there is the 
classification of intensifiers with some examples for clarification. 
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Table 3. Four classifications of intensifiers
Biber  et  al. 
(1999: 554–555)
Bolinger 
(1972: 17 )
Quirk et al. (1985: 590–599) Huddlestone  and  Pullum 
(2002: 720–724)
Degree adverbs,
Degree adjuncts
Degree adverbs,
intensifiers
Modifying adverbs
Intensifiers,  intensifying 
subjuncts
Degree adverbs,
Degree adjuncts
Amplifiers
e.g. Our dentist is  
very good.
Boosters
e.g.  She  is  
terribly selfish.
Amplifiers Maximizers 
e.g.  She  entirely 
agrees with you.
a) Maximal subgroup
e.g.  I  absolutely agree with 
you
b) Multal s.
e.g.  He  badly needs  a 
haircut.
c) Moderate s.
e.g.  I  rather think  you’re 
right.
d) Paucal s.
e.g. I  slightly regret  not  
accepting their offer.
e) Minimal s.
e.g.  He hardly  understood 
what she was saying.
f) Approximating s.
e.g.  He  almost lost  his  
balance.
g) Relative s.
e.g. He had studied enough 
to scrape a pass.
Compromisers 
e.g.  She is  fairly  
happy.
Boosters 
e.g.  They  greatly 
admire his music.
Diminishers/
downtoners
e.g.  A  slightly  
cold  start  gave 
way to wonderful  
contrasts  of  
feeling.
Diminishers
e.g.  It  was  an 
indifferent  
success.
Downtoners Approximators 
e.g.  They 
practically forced 
him to resign.
Compremizers 
e.g.  He  more  or  
less resented their  
interference.
Minimizers
e.g.  He’s  a bit  of  
an idiot. 
Diminishers 
e.g.  It was  merely 
a  matter  of  
finance.
Minimizers 
e.g. I don’t like his  
attitude a bit.
In this thesis, the word intensifier is used to refer to adverbs of degree for the sake of clarity. 
The term intensifier includes all adverbs that express degree, independent of whether they 
boost or downtone the meaning. In contrast to many of the previous studies, both amplifiers 
and downtoners  will  be examined in  this  study to  provide  a  more  extensive  overview to 
include intensifiers that can be either amplifiers or downtoners, such as quite. Therefore, the 
term  intensifier  is  commonly  used  to  refer  to  either  amplifiers  or  downtoners  and  the 
distinction is made when necessary. When discussing intensifiers that specifically boost or 
downtone the meaning, the terms amplifier and downtoner will be used. The subclasses of 
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amplifiers and downtoners (see e.g. Huddlestone and Pullum 2002, Quirk et al. 1985 in Table 
3) will not be taken into account in the analysis and discussion of the results because the 
subcategories are not relevant to this study since comparison is not made within amplifiers 
and downtoners but between these two groups.
Intensifiers  can  modify  various  types  of  words.  Most  often  they  modify  adverbs  and 
adjectives,  but  sometimes  nouns  and  verbs  as  well.  Traditionally,  researchers  have 
concentrated on intensifiers that modify adverbs and especially adjectives because they are 
the most common target of amplifying or downtoning in conversations. In many studies, for 
example, nouns and verbs have been left out altogether for this reason. This research will 
follow the same pattern studying only intensifiers that modify adjectives, therefore, making 
the comparison of results between studies possible and also simplifying the analysis of the 
data. In the following part, some examples are presented from the ICE˗GB of different types 
of modification:
(8) Jesus died and it was a very [nasty] way to die indeed. (ICE˗GB S2B–028 004)(adjective)
(9) I do appreciate you seeing me so [quickly] though. (ICE˗GB S1A–087 278)          (adverb)
(10) I totally [agree] with my honourable friend. (ICE˗GB S1B–053 089)                (verb)
(11) Uhm I think it's quite [rubbish]. (ICE˗GB S1A–027 105)           (noun phrase)
According to Recski (2004), some intensifiers occur mostly in certain situations, for instance, 
absolutely is  usually combined with negative items,  such as  no, not,  nothing.  As another 
example, totally was found most often combined with the verb agree. Tao (2007), on the other 
hand, found in his corpus studies opposite results compared to Recski (2004). In Tao's (2007) 
study, absolutely was collocated with positive items in 49% of all cases, opposed to negative 
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(21%) and neutral (30%) items. An example of a positive item is certain adjectives, such as: 
"They're absolutely perfect."
The possible collocations of intensifiers change over time, as well as their content. Intensifiers 
have been regarded as an area of grammar that undergoes shifts in meaning constantly (Stoffel 
1901, cited in Ito & Tagliamonte 2003: 257). This process can be described through the terms 
grammaticalization and lexicalization. Grammaticalization can be described as the semantic 
loss taking place in a word. An example of this is terribly. Originally it carried the meaning 'in 
a  terrible  manner',  however,  the  meaning  has  changed  as  a  result  of  semantic  loss 
(Méndez˗Naya 2003: 375–376). The outcome of this loss is the fact that the sentence, for 
instance,  "This  is  a  terribly  delicious  sandwich"  does  not  mean  that  there  is  something 
dreadful in the sandwich being delicious, rather, terribly has gained the meaning 'very'.
Delexicalization is a process in which the lexical content of a word gradually disappears. The 
process  begins  in  an intensifier  when it  begins  to  be combined with a  greater  variety of 
modifiers.  The  larger  the  variety,  the  smaller  the  lexical  content  of  the  intensifier  is.  An 
example  of  a  delixicalized  intensifier  is very,  which  originally  meant  'true'  or  'real'  but 
gradually weakened in meaning (Partington 1993, cited in Ito and Tagliamonte 2003: 261). 
Since intensifiers undergo a constant change, the delexicalization process is followed by a 
renewal, which can be described as recycling. For example, so has existed in language for two 
hundred  years,  gaining  and  losing  popularity  and  becoming  collocated  with  different 
meanings (Tagliamonte 2008: 391).
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3.2 The most frequent intensifiers in British English and American English
After discussing the syntactic and semantic functions of intensifiers, let us take a look at the 
intensifiers that occur in speech most often. In this subchapter, some corpus findings will be 
presented  to  create  an  overview on  intensifier  frequencies  and  also  to  illustrate  regional 
variation and the variation between different eras. According to a corpus study by Biber et al. 
(1999: 565), very, so, really and too can be found among the most common amplifiers in the 
English language, but there are differences between American and British English (AmE and 
BrE henceforth), as well as other variants. These differences are presented in the table below. 
The data have been gathered during the 1990s, portraying the contemporary language.
Table 4. Distribution of the most common amplifiers (preceding adjectives) in British and 
American English conversation. Every * represents 50 tokens in relation to occurrences per 
one million words (Biber et al. 1999: 565).
British English Frequency American English Frequency
very
**********
****** so
**********
********
so
**********
** very, really
**********
**
really ******* too, real ******
too ****** totally **
absolutely, bloody **
completely,  absolutely, 
damn *
real,  completely, 
totally, damn *
As one can see in the table, British and American English seem to share the most common 
amplifiers except for bloody, which is quite frequent in spoken informal BrE. Some amplifiers 
are presented in the same cell because they were equally frequent in the data. According to the 
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corpus (Biber et al. 1999: 565), the top three most common amplifiers are the same in both 
variants but British and American people prefer different intensifiers. For example, the most 
common amplifier in BrE is  very,  while  in American English it is  so. However, since this 
corpus was compiled during the 1990s, it is possible and even likely that the situation has 
changed for some intensifiers because language is changing constantly and intensifiers are a 
target of gradual change (Mustanoja 1960: 316).  
Although downtoners  have not been studied very much,  Biber  et  al.  (1999: 567) made a 
similar study with downtoners (called non˗amplifying degree adverbs in the context) as well. 
Table 5 shows the results of the study.
Table  5. Distribution  of  most  common  downtoners  (preceding  adjectives)  in  British  and 
American English conversation. Every * represents 50 tokens in relation to occurrences per 
one million words (Biber et al. 1999: 567).
British English Frequency American English Frequency
quite ******* pretty ********
pretty/ nearly ** nearly **
rather * quite *
Comparing these results to Table 4, we can see that downtoners are not as frequent in British 
and  American  English  compared  to  amplifiers.  The  most  visible  difference  between  the 
variants  in  Table  5  is  the  popularity  of  quite.  In  BrE,  it  is  the  most  popular  downtoner, 
compared to AmE where it is the third most popular and seven times less freuently used. 
Downtoner pretty is commonly associated with AmE speech, which is confirmed in the table. 
However, pretty is becoming more popular in BrE as well (Stenström 2002). 
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It is difficult  to explain why there are differences between the two variants of English as 
regards intensifiers. For instance, culture, media and trends affect language, which may be 
some of the factors behind linguistic variation. Trudgill (1983: 35) adds that the development 
of varieties of English and even variation within a variant could also be explained with the 
term social barrier and social distance. He explains these terms as follows: 
The diffusion of a linguistic feature through a society may be halted by barriers of social 
class, age, race, religion or other factors. And social distance may have the same sort of 
effect  as geographical distance: a linguistic innovation that begins amongst,  say,  the 
highest social groups will affect the lowest social group last, if at all. (Trudgill 1983:35)
To receive a broader perspective on the popularity of intensifiers during different eras and 
locations, I will present other corpus findings on amplifier frequencies. As downtoners are not 
usually included in studies, they are left out of the following. To make the comparison clearer, 
the information is presented in the following table, also including the previously presented 
Biber et al.’s (1999: 565) study.
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Table 6.  The most popular amplifiers in different corpora.  The merged boxes indicate the 
same frequency for the amplifiers in question.
British English American English Canadian 
English
Name London teenagers ˗ 
COLT  (in 
Stenström 2002)
York (in Ito & 
Tagliamonte 
2003)
LGWSE  (in 
Biber  et  al. 
1999)
LGWSE  (in 
Biber  et  al. 
1999)
Friends  (in 
Tagliamonte 
2005)
Toronto  (in 
Tagliamonte 
2008)
Era 1993 1997 1990s 1990s 1994–2002 2003
Freq. 
1 really very very so so really
2 very really so very, really really very
3 bloody so really very so
4 fucking absolutely too too, real pretty pretty
5 completely pretty absolutely,
bloody
totally just
6 well too totally too
7 absolutely that real, 
completely, 
totally,
damn
completely, 
absolutely, 
damn
all
8 totally right totally
9 extremely totally completely
10 enough completely just really
Comparing the BrE data in Table 4, very is the most common amplifier, except for Stenström 
(2002). Nevertheless, her corpus is different from the other corpora because the subject group 
consists of London teenagers only. So and too are not found in Stenström's (2002) data at all 
but bloody and fucking have a higher frequency compared to the other corpora. Fucking is not 
found at  all  in  the top ten lists  of the other  corpora.  These differences raise  the question 
whether  these  differences  could  mostly  be  a  result  of  the  age  factor  or  also  a  result  of 
something else. This question is further addressed in 3.2.1 when discussing the age factor. In 
Stenström (2002),  really  is the most common amplifier and it is quite frequent in the other 
two BrE corpora as well. If we compare Biber et al. (1999) and Ito and Tagliamonte (2003), 
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really is less frequent and too more frequent in Biber et al. (1999), which has been gathered 
earlier than Ito and Tagliamonte (2003). Really has been gaining popularity at the end of the 
1990s and in the beginning of the 21st century, and some researchers, such as Méndez˗Naya 
(2008:  217),  claims  that  really  is  the  new  default  adjective  modifier,  losing  its  lexical 
meaning. Too, on the other hand, has become less popular, especially among younger people. 
Too is not found in Stenström's (2002) teenager English list at all, which supports this theory.
If we compare the BrE corpora to the AmE and Canadian English (CaE) corpora, significant 
differences  can be observed.  So is  the most popular intensifier  in both AmE corpora and 
really is more popular than  very.  In the CaE corpus,  really is the most popular amplifier, 
followed by really and so. Nevertheless, the CaE corpus has been gathered later than the AmE 
variants, which supposedly affects the results. Pretty is fairly frequent compared to BrE data, 
but it is missing from Biber et al. (1999) AmE data altogether. The reason for this is the fact 
that Biber et al. (1999) has classified pretty as a downtoner and, thus, excluded it from the list. 
This  raises  the  question  why  not  include  the  other  downtoners  into  research  as  well  ˗ 
especially when the  classification  of  some intensifiers  as  amplifiers  or  downtoners  is  not 
clear? Excluding downtoners completely leads to fragmented data and we might miss some 
important findings.
An example of the amplifier vs. downtoner ambiguity is a study by Recski (2004). He had 
followed Quirk et  al.'s  (1985:  590–599)  classification in  intensifier  research and included 
quite (downtoner in Biber et al. 1999) in the study. The results showed that it is actually the 
most  frequent  maximizer  in  his  data  (ICLE:  International  Corpus  of  Learner  English, 
MICASE: Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English). However, he apparently had not 
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noticed that quite can also be a downtoner, not only a maximizer, and gives examples from the 
data described as maximizers that show the speaker not being very confident, such as: "...well, 
I'm, I'm, I'm concerned now I don't quite understand what the point of your..." (Recski 2004: 
225). In this sentence, quite has more of a downtoning function than amplifying. Separating 
the functions of an intensifier can be difficult and depends heavily on the context and the 
emphasis of speech.
3.3 Previous research on  intensifiers and extralinguistic factors 
In  contrast  with Lakoff’s  (1975)  theory,  previous  studies  on  intensifiers,  such  as  Ito  and 
Tagliamonte  (2003)  and Macaulay (2002),  indicate  that  it  is  not  always  women who use 
intensifiers  the  most.  Still,  the  results  have  been  quite  varied  among  studies,  which  is 
understandable since intensifiers are not a simple subject to study, with many factors affecting 
the results. Many aspects affect speech behavior to some extent, such as age, the sex of the 
speaker, education, social class and the situation in which the speech occurs, as discussed 
generally in 2.4. In the following sections, I will discuss the age, gender, social class and 
context  factors  in  detail  and  present  different  studies  dealing  with  intensifiers  and  those 
factors that have been regarded as relevant in the analysis. The gender variable is usually 
included in all social variable studies, therefore, gender will be discussed within the following 
subchapters, alongside the other variables.
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3.3.1 Age
Although the gender factor is  usually regarded as the most defining variable  in linguistic 
behavior, for instance, Macaulay (2005) has found in his Glasgow English study that age is in 
fact  the  most  defining  factor,  followed  by gender  and social  class  differences.  Macaulay 
(2005)  will  be  discussed  further  in  3.2.2.  However,  in  the  following  studies  of  Ito  and 
Tagliamonte (2003) and Stenström (2002) the age and gender factors will be examined in 
detail.
A study conducted by Ito and Tagliamonte (2003: 257–279) examined the usage of amplifiers 
in a sub˗sample of 48 subjects (over 17 years of age) from a corpus compiled in the city of 
York in  1997. The study included such factors  as age,  sex and education and the results 
presented new information about the nature of intensifiers. The finding was that intensifiers, 
like language in general, tend to change quite quickly resulting in differences between the 
intensifiers used by younger and older generations. More to the point, the results showed that 
the amount of intensifiers in speech reduces as we move from the age group of 17–34 to the 
age group of 66+. Barbieri (2008) and Tao and Xiao (2006, cited in Barbieri 2008: 70) have 
reached similar results in their  BNC study. They report that intensifiers are most frequent 
among people from 15 to 24 years of age.
In addition to quantitative differences, there are qualitative ones. The results of the previously 
discussed studies show that young and older people use different intensifiers in their speech. 
An example of this is  very and  really  (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003). In the youngest age group 
(17–34), really is a much more common intensifier than very but in the oldest age group (66+) 
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the situation is reversed. The sex of the speaker was not a relevant factor when it comes to 
intensifiers, although some variation appeared in middle generations (35–65 years), in which 
women tended to use more intensifiers than men. A precise reason for the variation in the use 
of  really  could not be explained. Nevertheless, Ito and Tagliamonte (ibid.) suggest that the 
corpus  sample being regionally stratified could have affected  the  results.  In  addition,  the 
subsample is rather small, therefore, one has to be careful in making generalizations on the 
whole population in the United Kingdom on the basis of this study. 
Another  study dealing with age and other  factors  is  Stenström's  (2002)  study on London 
teenagers' language in 1993 in the Bergen Corpus of London Teenage Language (COLT). The 
study included the issue of intensifiers in addition to other linguistic items, such as swear 
words. The subject group consisted of 10–19˗year˗olds, 52% of whom were females and 48% 
males. Social groups varied from low to high and there were a considerable number of pupils 
from ethnic minorities. 
When it comes to gender differences in COLT, the results indicate that girls used intensifiers 
slightly  more  than  boys  overall,  just  as  in  Ito  and  Tagliamonte's  (2003)  study.  Female 
language included significantly higher number of the intensifier really,  whereas boys used 
very more than girls. In addition to right, boys also preferred using stronger intensifiers, such 
as, completely, bloody and fucking.
Age was another factor  investigated.  Stenström (2002) compares the results  of the COLT 
study to a BNC˗based study by Paradis (2000, cited in Stenström 2002). In contrast  with 
previously discussed studies, the results suggested that adults use intensifiers almost twice as 
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much as teenagers. This was explained by Paradis (ibid.) by the fact that teenagers prefer 
other words, such as, swear words bloody and fucking, to emphasise their meaning. Younger 
subjects also tend to use the intensifier  really more than  very; with adults, the results  are 
contrary.  This  aspect  matches  Ito  and  Tagliamonte's  study  (2003).  Adults  also  used  the 
intensifiers awfully, deeply, seriously, terribly and truly more than teenagers. Barbieri (2008: 
78) points out that older speakers tend to use a wider range of items than younger people but 
the items that the younger speakers prefer have a more multifunctional and flexible use. They, 
therefore, use their more limited range of items in wider range of contexts.
3.3.2 Education and social class 
In  addition  to  age  differences,  Ito  and Tagliamonte  (2003:  275–276)  emphasize  that  also 
education is one of the factors affecting the women’s more frequent use of intensifiers in the 
middle  generations.  In  general,  highly  educated  people  use  more  intensifiers  than  less 
educated, according to the results. This is very noticeable especially in the male age group of 
17–34  years.  Educated  women  of  the  equal  age  group  used  the  intensifier  really  (the 
distribution  was  ca  14%)  slightly  more than  the  less  educated  ones  (ca  15%),  but  less 
educated males used  really hardly at all. The distribution of the intensifier was ca 16% for 
educated men, whereas the distribution for less educated men was only ca 3%.
Macaulay (2002: 400–415) found differences in speech styles between the two social classes 
as well. His study shows that the differences are related to the attitudes the speakers have 
towards their audience. The middle˗class speakers adopted two complementary strategies in 
their speech. The first one was to use adverbs to make emphatic statements and the other one 
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to soften their statements with a variety of hedges. The working˗class speakers, on the other 
hand, avoided these two strategies altogether, but  they were more explicit in their speech.  As 
an example, Macaulay (2005: 177) mentions the intensifier quite. The middle˗class speakers 
use  quite twice as often as the working class in a hedging function and approximately four 
times as often in the emphatic function. 
Similar to Ito and Tagliamonte (2003), Macaulay (2005: 176) found that the middle˗class uses 
intensifiers overall more than the working class. For example, the frequency of  very for the 
middle˗class  is  4.28  (per  1,000  words)  compared  to  the  remarkably lower  working˗class 
frequency 0.32. The similar pattern repeats with quite with middle˗class frequency 3.64 and 
working˗class frequency 1.19. Another difference that can be observed from the figures is the 
fact  that  the middle˗class uses  very  more than  quite,  whereas with the working˗class,  the 
results are reversed. Macaulay (2005: 176) continues that half of the working˗class adults in 
the data do not use very even once. When it comes to gender, there were no significant gender 
differences in the occurrence of very. 
3.2.3 Intensifiers, context and emotionality 
When analysing contextual or emotional factors, one must be more cautious as these topics 
are not so straightforward to analyse and can include more subjective judgement from the 
researcher. To begin with, the researcher must consider what is  formal and what is not or how 
formal is the situation under inspection. When discussing emotionality, the researcher must 
also consider what is emotional language and what does it consist of. This section presents 
some studies concerning context and emotionality as variables in intensifier use.
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According to Fahy’s (2002: 5–19) transcript˗based study about the use of linguistic qualifiers 
and intensifiers in a computer conference, there are some differences in how men and women 
communicate. In contrast to Lakoff’s (1975) theory, the majority of intensifiers occurred in 
men’s speech (61%). However, women used more qualifiers1 (57%), such as  but, if, I think 
and though. Even though the results of the study suggest there being some gender differences 
or preferences, in Fahy’s (2002: 19) opinion these differences might be a result of the online 
environment of the communication: “Differential use of qualifiers and intensifiers is a device 
for participants to present themselves in a personal way in online conferences and thus to 
create social presence in a communication environment.” Therefore, one can suggest that the 
situation  and  the  social  environment  are  also  significant  factors,  not  only  gender,  when 
analyzing the occurrence of intensifiers in speech.
Tagliamonte and Roberts' (2005: 280–300) AmE study on intensifiers explored how media 
language reflects the contemporary language of the real world. The data on intensifiers were 
compiled from unofficial transcripts of the television series Friends, and it was compared to 
the BrE data of Ito and Tagliamonte (2003) in the city of York. All in all, the  Friends  data 
showed similar results as the British data in the overall rate of intensification and also in the 
occurrence of the same type of intensifiers. This research indicated that some differences were 
present between men and women in Friends, especially with the intensifier so. Nevertheless, 
the difference was explained by the fact  that  women usually tend to use more  emotional 
language and, therefore, also use more intensifiers. Tagliamonte's (2008) study shows that so 
is  intimately  associated  with  emotional  language,  whereas  very is  favoured  with 
non˗emotional adjectives. The fact that women are usually regarded as being more emotional 
1 A word or phrase, especially an adjective, used to qualify another word, especially a noun.
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or using openly more emotional content in their speech could explain why the supposedly 
emotional so is found more frequently in female discourse.
As  Tagliamonte  and  Robert’s  (2005)  study  indicate,  television  programs  mirror  the 
contemporary language and trends, although it must be kept in mind that it is ultimately a 
fictive  corpus  and  may  not  be  totally  reliable.  However,  reality  television  programs  in 
particular offer a possibility to study the actual language and speech behavior of people to 
some extent. In my BA essay (Mustonen 2007), I conducted a reality television˗based study 
on the affects of the situation on the use of intensifiers between men and women in a reality 
television game show Survivor. 
Although  the  Survivor study was  more  like  a  pilot  study,  it  gave  an  idea  about  speech 
behavior. There were no transcripts to be found for the study, so I wrote the transcript myself 
and used it as the data for analyzing the occurrence of intensifiers. The most important finding 
was that the overall number of intensifiers in the speech of women and men was the same. 
Actually,  it  was one of the male contestants who clearly used the most intensifiers  in the 
whole data, which implied that, by the frequent use of intensifiers, he tried to gain popularity 
among the other contestants in order to receive more votes in the final voting. Here is an 
example of the dialogue between him and another contestant: 
“You're absolutely right, I definitely owe you an apology” (Survivor corpus 01:22:25).
In addition to the situation, the emotionality of the situation seemed to affect the occurrence 
of intensifiers just as the results of Tagliamonte and Robert’s (2005) Friends data indicate. As 
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an example, one woman in the Survivor data used many intensifiers in emotional situations:
 “Chris, you definitely screwed me over and you definitely hurt my feelings” (Survivor corpus 
01:24:49). 
To sum up these findings of the studies presented,  the gender of the speaker is  not what 
defines language exclusively. Among age, education and other factors, the emotionality and 
formality of the situation can play even a more significant role. Despite the difficulty of the 
analysis of formality and emotionality, they provide interesting information and should be 
studied further to receive a broader view of language behavior.
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4. Aims and methods of research
The study of this paper was inspired by Lakoff’s (1975) suggestion that women use more 
intensifiers in their speech compared to men. Since I began with this topic in my BA essay 
(discussed in 3.2.2), I decided to continue with intensifiers in  my MA thesis. However, this 
time I conducted a multivariable study in a broader scale on how different factors, such as 
age, gender and education, affect the occurrence of intensifiers. The study is a quantitative 
one with qualitative elements and sections. In the following subsections, I will present the 
aims of my research and the material of research.
 
4.1 Aims of research
The previous research has shown that factors, such as age, can have even more effect on the 
use of intensifiers than the sex of the speaker does. For example, in Macaulay's (2005) data, 
age  differences  were  more  defining  in  speech  than  gender  and  social  class  differences. 
Nevertheless, the number of multivariable studies is still relatively low, therefore, it is not 
very clear to what extent different aspects affect speech since most studies so far have mostly 
included only one or a few factors at a time. The aim of my study is to consider more factors 
in the analysis in order to find out the relations between them and to see how they affect in the 
occurrence of intensifiers. The factors will be chosen within the possibilities of the corpus 
utility program used in this  study (see 4.2) and with consideration of the most  important 
factors to be taken into consideration. The most obvious extralinguistic factors that will be 
examined are gender, age and education; however, some assessment will be placed upon the 
formality and emotionality of the speech situation as well.
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Another area of interest in this study is the difference between amplifiers and downtoners in 
relation to  the different  extralinguistic  factors.  Since  downtoners  have not  received  much 
attention  in  previous  research,  in  addition  to  amplifiers,  this  MA thesis  will  investigate 
whether  there  are  some  significant  differences  in  the  use  of  downtoners  with  people  of 
different gender, age and education. The detailed aims of this study can be expressed through 
the following research questions: 
1. How do the gender, age and education factors affect the frequency of intensifiers in the 
spoken BrE data? Do any of these factors affect this frequency more than the others?
2. What possible reasons are there for the supposed differences in intensifier frequencies?
3. What roles do the formality of the situation and the context play in intensifier use?
4.  Are  there  significant  differences  between the  occurrence of  amplifiers  and  downtoners 
within the multifactor analysis? 
The underlying main hypothesis of the study is that all discussed factors affect the occurrence 
of intensifiers and that the other factors are no less significant than the gender factor and thus, 
should be observed. 
4.2 Material of research: ICE˗GB and ICECUP 3.1
Using corpora as the material of research is common in linguistics and there is a large variety 
of  different  corpora  available.  In  addition  to  more  simple  text  search  programs,  such  as 
MonoConc, more complex corpus utility programs have been developed for some corpora to 
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enable in-depth analysis of language and the factors that lie behind it. One of the latter is the 
ICE-GB corpus which will be the material of this study. The data will be gathered with the 
help of ICECUP 3.1 corpus utility program, which has exclusively been developed for ICE-
GB. 
The British Component of the International Corpus of English, ICE˗GB (described in Nelson 
et al. 2002) is a corpus in the ongoing project ICE ˗ The International Corpus of English, 
which  currently  includes  21  different  corpora  of  English  around  the  world  including  the 
following  regions:  Australia,  Cameroon,  Canada,  Fiji,  Ghana,  Great  Britan,  Hong  Kong, 
India,  Ireland,  Jamaica,  Kenya,  Malawi,  New Zeland,  Nigeria,  Philippines,  Sierra  Leone, 
Singapore, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Tanzania and USA. The project was initiated in 1988 and 
most of the corpora have been gathered around the 1990s, although new corpora are boing 
added every once in a while. The texts in ICE˗GB date from 1990 to 1993, so the corpus is a 
description of contemporary BrE. 
ICE˗GB has been grammatically analysed. This analysis consists of the following stages: text 
collection,  optical  scanning  and  transcription,  applying  structural  markup,  part˗of˗speech 
tagging, tag selection, syntactic marking, parsing, parse selection, alignment of tagged and 
parsed versions, cross˗sectional checking and speech digitization (Nelson et al. 2002: 3). The 
subject  group in the corpus  has been defined as 18 years of  age or older  and they have 
graduated either from secondary school or university. 
The total number of words in the corpus is 1,061,264 and it is divided into spoken (637,562 
words) and written (423,702 words) parts.  These two parts have been divided into different 
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subcategories,  such as dialogues and monologues,  private and public  conversations in  the 
spoken part. The following table will illustrate the corpus design further (adapted from the 
ICECUP 3.1 program Help feature) :
Table  7.  The  composition  of  ICE˗GB  (numbers  in  parentheses  denote  the  number  of 
2,000˗word text in each category)
Spoken Texts (300) Dialogues (180) Private (100)
Public (80) classroom lessons (20)
broadcast discussions (20)
broadcast interviews (10)
parliamentary debates (10)
legal cross˗examinations (10)
business transactions (10)
Monologues (100) Unscripted (70) spontaneous commentaries (20)
unscripted speeches (30)
demonstrations (10)
legal presentations (10)
Scripted (30) broadcast talks (20)
non˗broadcast speeches (10)
Mixed (20) broadcast news (20)
Written Texts (200) Non˗printed (50) Non˗professional untimed student essays (10)
 writing (20) student examination scripts (10)
Correspondence (30) social letters (15)
business letters (15)
Printed (150) Academic writing (40) humanities (10)
social sciences (10)
natural sciences (10)
technology (10)
Non˗academic humanities (10)
writing (40) social sciences (10)
natural sciences (10)
technology (10)
Reportage (20) press news reports (20)
Instructional administrative/regulatory (10)
writing (20) skills/hobbies (10)
Persuasive writing (10) press editorials (10)
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As can be seen in the table, ICE˗GB provides a variety of situations in which the data have 
been gathered, from more formal to less formal situations. Especially informal situations can 
reflect the contemporary natural language accurately, therefore creating an interesting field of 
study.  However, this research will include the whole spoken corpus and the formality  aspect 
will be examined separately, as it is complicated to determine the level of formality of the 
different  parts  of  the  spoken  corpus.  For  example,  the  formality  of  unsrcipted  speeches, 
classroom lessons or even private dialogues can vary a lot depending on many factors, such as 
how well the speakers know each other. Thus, it is difficult to judge a text group purely as 
formal or informal.
ICECUP (ICE Corpus Utility Program) is a program developed specifically for searching the 
ICE˗GB corpus. As the corpus has been parsed and tagged, it can be extensively used in the 
searches.  The ICECUP program provides  different  options  for  research,  such as,  variable 
queries, node queries, markup queries, random sampling, text fragment queries and fuzzy tree 
fragment searches. There have been two releases of the program, the first one at the release of 
the corpus itself and another in 2006. In this study, the newest patched 3.1 version has been 
used, since it is more stable and useful than the previous version.
Although ICE˗GB is not a very large corpus with only approximately one million words, 
compared to a corpus like BNC (British National Corpus) with 100 million words, it  was 
chosen for the fact that it is the most suitable corpus that could be found for this study. No 
other available corpora provided adequate tagging and a sufficiently good search program 
vital  to  the  nature  of  my research.  The  ICECUP 3.1  program has  many very functional 
features to help with studying the corpus in various ways. The program includes variable 
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searches which are the base of my spoken BrE study, enabling a search with a defined group 
of people with certain age, gender and education. 
Unfortunately,  however,  no  corpus  or  corpus  utility  program is  perfect.  In  ICE˗GB,  the 
proportions  of  specified  subject  groups  and  the  number  of  words  is  not  balanced.  For 
example,  some groups are more widely presented (e.g. university males) than others (e.g. 
secondary˗educated females). This might create some problems in comparing the results of 
the  searches.  In  addition,  as  seen  from the  previous  example,  I  will  be  dealing  with  the 
education factor, not the social class factor, which has been studied in most other studies. 
ICE˗GB does not provide information about social class but education tendencies are close to 
social class tendencies and therefore, this should not be a problem.
Another aspect that will restrict the study is the fact that there is no personal information 
about all the subjects contributing to the corpus, or the information might be partial.  This 
means that the results of the variable queries will also be partial, as they only include words 
that show all three discussed factors age, gender and education in its information. Text that 
has insufficient information in relation to these social factors must be left out in order to keep 
the results as comparable and as reliable as possible.
4.3 Methods of research 
The spoken corpus queries of this study are carried out by searching intensifiers in specified 
groups,  such as,  female,  university education,  age  group 35–36.  This  type  of  a  search  is 
possible with the program's  Variable queries feature. After defining the group, a text file of 
39
the  whole  defined  group  is  created  and  the  words  are  counted  to  make  it  possible  to 
proportion the results. However, the word count is not accurate if done with a word processor 
word count feature as the save feature documents also file information with all the hits, such 
as <s id=ICE˗GB_S1A_001_35>. ICECUP3.1. program provides some information about the 
number of words in its Corpus Map but the program does not directly display any word count 
when conducting a search in a specified group. Nevertheless, this problem can be solved by 
using a special  Node query command {~PAUSE,~PUNC}(leaf). By using this command, the 
program shows a word count of the current file directly.
After  saving  a  text  file,  I  continue  searching  the  intensifiers  within  the  specified  group, 
followed by an adjective. The tag for intensifiers in the corpus is ADV(inten) and ADJ for 
adjectives. To receive direct results, these two need to be combined in the search. I conduct 
this  combined  search  in  Text  fragment  query  feature  with  desired  nodes  <ADV(inten)> 
<ADJ>. The amount of intensifiers found in the intensifier search is recorded in a separate file 
and the results will also be saved into a text file.
The number of different searches needed is 24, since all three social variables ˗ age, gender 
and  education  ˗  must  be  considered  (six  age  groups,  male/female,  secondary/university 
education). Many researchers (e.g. Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) have included only three age 
groups, but six age groups were chosen in this study to provide more extensive results. After 
saving all these files, they are printed out for further analysis. I do not rely on ready˗made 
listings of most frequent intensifiers from Biber et al. (1999), for example. The reason for this 
is the fact  that  the most popular intensifiers  may vary between data resulting in different 
results, so in my opinion that should be taken into consideration.
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To search for all the different intensifiers in the English language in the ICECUP 3.1 program 
is cumbersome, and that is why all intensifiers are scoured manually from the printed text 
files. All the 24 printed files are examined for intensifiers and it is checked whether my result 
matches the recorded intensifier information mentioned in the previous paragraph. Next, the 
amount and diversity of intensifiers  will  be counted and recorded in a file,  hence,  giving 
specified  information  about  how  frequent  intensifiers  are  in  a  defined  group  and  which 
intensifiers are used overall. There may be some intensifiers that need to be excluded from the 
analysis but this will be done after the gathering of the data. The results will be presented in 
the analysis section of this thesis.
Although most studies have included only amplifiers, this study includes downtoners as well 
to receive a broader view about intensifiers in relation to the social factors studied. It is be 
interesting to see whether downtoners are as uncommon as portrayed by Biber et al. (1999: 
567) and claimed by some researchers, such as Ito & Tagliamonte (2003: 258). Downtoners 
may provide  interesting information and preferences  among the groups under  study.  This 
research is not so much interested in large overall intensifier frequencies compared to more 
specific information since overall frequencies have been studied to a greater extent, lacking 
the important detail. 
For statistics, the program R is used to calculate the results. All the data of the intensifiers and 
subjects’ background information  is  analysed  with  intensifier˗adjective  proportion  tests  in 
relation to each other in order to find out which of these factors are most significant in the 
occurrence  of  intensifiers  in  the  speech of  the  male  and female  subjects.  It  is  especially 
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interesting to find out whether the gender of the speaker is one of the most influential factors 
in the data or not. The results of the study will be compared to other studies on intensifiers, 
such as those of Ito and Tagliamonte's (2003) York data and Stenström's (2002) London data. 
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5. Analysis and discussion
After  conducting  several  different  searches  concerning  social  variables  and intensifiers  in 
ICE-GB, the results  of the study and analysis  will  be presented in this  chapter.  First,  the 
results  concerning  the  intensification  of  all  word  classes  will  be  reviewed,  followed  by 
intensification of adjectives and a description of top five most frequent intensifiers among the 
different specified subject groups. Further discussion and comparison to previous studies will 
be presented within the following sections. Before the analysis of intensifiers, some notes 
concerning the word counts and other issues will be addressed in the next section.
5.1 Abbreviations, word counts and intensification of all word classes 
As mentioned in the methods part,  the data of this  study were divided into 24 categories 
defined by age, gender and education. They will be referred to with appropriate abbreviations. 
The  male  data  will  be  referred  to  with  M and  the  female  data  with  F.  Secondary  level 
education will  be abbreviated to Sec and university level to Uni.  For example,  university 
males of 26 to 35 years of age will be referred to as M Uni 26–35. Tables 8–10 illustrate the 
available amount of data in the groups under discussion. The first table, however, shows the 
overall male and female results, followed by overall secondary and university results.  The 
third table presents the most specific information, dividing the data into 24 groups according 
to age, gender and education.
43
Table 8. Number of words in the male and female data
Table 9. Number of words in the secondary and university data
Table 10. Number of words in the male and female secondary and university data
First of all, it is important to note the overall amount of words in the text files, presented at 
the bottom of  Table  8. The male  part  of  the  corpus  is  much larger  with  157,118 words, 
compared to the female part with only 75,952 words. In addition to gender, the amount of text 
differs between the two education paths and age groups as well. The amount of university data 
is almost threefold compared to that of the secondary education data (see Table 9).
Age M Sec M Uni F Sec F Uni
18-25 19,752 16,244 20,316 19,804
26-35 679 10,551 4,509 9,777
36-45 5,305 17,183 912 4,266
46-55 4,166 35,576 63 9,040
56-65 2,714 25,121 75 2,639
66+ 4,348 15,479 2,976 1,575
OVERALL 36,964 120,154 28,851 47,101
Age All Sec All Uni Overall
18-25 40,068 36,048 76,166
26-35 5,188 20,328 25,216
36-45 6,217 21,449 27,666
46-55 4,229 44,616 48,846
56-65 2,789 27,760 30,519
66+ 7,324 17,054 24,378
OVERALL 65,815 167,255 233,070
Age M overall F overall Overall
18-25 35,996 40,120 76,166
26-35 11,230 14,286 25,216
36-45 22,488 5,178 27,666
46-55 39,742 9,104 48,846
56-65 27,835 2,714 30,519
66+ 19,827 4,551 24,378
OVERALL 157,118 75,952 233,070
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Looking at the overall female and male word counts (in Table 8), the most data with men are 
found  in  the  age  group  46–55.  Sec  male  data  is  emphasized  in  the  younger  generation, 
whereas the Uni males have most data in the age group 36–55 (Table 9, Table 10). With 
females,  the amount  of  text  is  divided between the age groups more unevenly,  while  the 
youngest two groups are the largest in the data. Some groups in Table 10 consist of a notably 
small number of words, for instance, M Sec 26–35, F Sec 36–45, 46–55 and 56–65. Naturally, 
their small portions must be taken into consideration in the analysis of the results.
Although this  research  concentrates  on the  intensification  of  adjectival  heads,  it  is  worth 
taking a brief glance at the intensification in general before analysing the intensified adjective 
results  in  depth.  These  results  will  not  be analysed  further  or  tested statistically as  these 
results are not very relevant to the study and they are also somewhat similar to the adjective 
head intensification results  that  follow in the next section.  Nevertheless,  some analysis  is 
presented  below Table  11  about  the  intensification  of  all  word  classes,  divided  into  two 
according to gender.
Table 11. Intensification of all word classes by male subjects
M Sec M Uni
Age Intensifiers Words overall % Intensifiers Words overall %
18-25 350 19,752 1.77 363 16,244 2.24
26-35 12 679 1.77 194 10,551 1.84
36-45 84 5,305 1.58 244 17,183 1.42
46-55 81 4,166 1.94 645 35,576 1.81
56-65 45 2,714 1.66 389 25,121 1.55
66+ 58 4,348 1.33 251 15,479 1.62
OVERALL 630 36,964 1.71 2,086 120,154 1.74
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Table12. Intensification of all word classes by female subjects
Table 13. Overall intensification of all word classes 
If  we inspect  the three social  variables chosen for  this  study,  age,  gender  and education, 
certain conclusions can be made. In the data, 1.87% of all words are intensified. Nevertheless, 
this result consists dominantly of male data, since the amount of data is larger than that of the 
females. According to  Table 13, women in general intensify all words more often than men 
(2.17% vs. 1.73%, respectively), as well as younger subjects more than the older. When it 
comes to age, however, there seems to be an increase in the frequency of intensifiers around 
46 to 65 years of age, independent of gender and education. Some suggestions can be made 
concerning education, although the popularity of intensifiers varies more among age groups if 
we compare the results of the same˗sex data.
M overall F overall
Age Intensifiers Words overall % Intensifiers Words overall %
18-25 713 35,996 1,98 853 40,120 2.12
26-35 206 11,230 1,83 344 14,286 2.41
36-45 328 22,488 1,46 88 5,178 1.69
46-55 726 39,742 1,83 202 9,104 2.22
56-65 434 27,835 1,56 75 2,714 2.76
66+ 309 19,827 1.56 83 4,551 1.82
OVERALL 2,716 157,118 1.73 1,645 75,952 2.17
F Sec F Uni
Age Intensifiers Words overall % Intensifiers Words overall %
18-25 436 20,316 2.15 417 19,804 2.11
26-35 117 4,509 2.59 227 9,777 2.32
36-45 8 912 0.88 80 4,266 1.88
46-55 1 63 1.59 201 9,040 2.23
56-65 1 75 1.33 74 2,639 2.80
66+ 47 2,976 1.58 36 1,575 2.29
OVERALL 610 28,851 2.11 1,035 47,101 2.19
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5.2 Intensification of adjectives 
In this section we will investigate the intensification of adjectives found in the data. I will 
begin with the overall intensification of adjectives as well as address the question of formality. 
Then we will move on to further analysis of the age, gender and education factors.
5.2.1 Overall intensification of adjectives and formality factor
In  the  ICE˗GB  data, 15.0% of  the  adjectives  are  intensified  (1,812  intensifiers,  12,059 
adjectives). This percentage is somewhat lower compared to some other corpora (e.g. York, in 
Ito & Tagliamonte 2003). Some of the studies discussed in the theory part do not mention the 
overall  intensification  of  adjectives  (e.g.  LGSWE),  however,  those  who do  are  discussed 
below.
From the BrE corpora,  only the York (in  Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) data show the overall 
amount of intensifiers. This number is considerably higher (24%) than in the ICE˗GB data 
(15.0%). Since the York (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) data have been gathered from the same 
country and during the same era, it is the closest one to compare with the ICE˗GB data. In the 
AmE Friends data (Tagliamonte & Roberts 2005), the overall intensification rate is 22% and 
in the Toronto data (Tagliamonte 2007) as high as 36.1%. Tagliamonte (2007: 366) suggests 
that  the  heightened  percentage  in  the  Toronto  data  can  be  affected  by the  subject  group 
significantly, since many of the subjects were well under 30. This hypothesis promotes the 
importance of the age factor.
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To find more explanations to these differences, we must have a closer look at the background 
information of the corpora, since many factors affect the overall frequency of intensifiers, 
such as the age factor in the Toronto (Tagliamonte 2007) data. The social factors age, gender 
and education will be discussed further in the following sections, although some general ideas 
and points are discussed here.
First  of  all,  it  has  to  be noted  that  ICE˗GB is  a  male˗dominated corpus.  In  contrast,  the 
LGSWE corpus, as an example, is a female˗dominiated one. This will naturally affect the 
frequencies to some extent, given the supposition that gender as a factor affects the results. 
When it comes to the age factor, ICE˗GB contains subjects over 18 years of age, whereas in 
the York (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) data the subject group is over 17 years of age. Despite the 
fact that there is only a one˗year difference, there is a possibility that this could affect the 
results slightly. LGWSE on the other hand has even children as their subjects therefore giving 
a broader view but also affecting the overall numbers more. Different corpora might also have 
their  focus  on  a  certain  group;  for  example,  ICE˗GB  emphasises  the  data  of 
university˗educated  middle˗aged  men  and  also  the  youngest  generations  in  the  data.  In 
addition, gender also affects the overall frequency, since it is given in many studies that it is 
usually women in general that intensify more. Therefore, the imbalance between the sexes in 
the data can affect as well.
Compared to all  other  corpora presented in this  study,  the ICE˗GB data show the lowest 
frequency of overall intensification. In addition to age, gender and education, reasons for this 
are based on the structure of the corpus itself and in the speech situations it provides. In the 
spoken part of the corpus, many of the situations are quite formal and scripted. Therefore, the 
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formality of the conversations most likely has affected the results considerably. To test this 
hypothesis, I conducted a substudy about formality in ICE˗GB to define the extent to which it 
affects the occurrence of intensifiers. The substudy was conducted in the same manner and 
with the same methods as the main study.
To investigate the question of formality, an additional study was conducted in the ICE˗GB. 
The hypothesis was that the more formal the conversation is, the less intensifiers occur in 
speech. In ICE˗GB, many of the dialogues recorded are either scripted or occur to some extent 
in formal situations. Therefore, the most informal recordings were chosen from the corpus to 
inspect  this matter.  As already mentioned, one cannot be completely certain of the formality 
of even the most private of conversations but the assumption was that direct conversation and 
telephone call recordings could provide the most accurate information of informal intensifier 
use. This study will include only the overall intensification and the gender factor to narrow 
down the research, excluding the age and education factors completely. The reason for this 
decision is the fact that by narrowing the substudy to age, gender and education specified 
groups  (24),  the  amount  of  data  of  the  groups  will  decline  to  an  unreliably  low  level, 
especially with certain groups, therefore making it impossible to draw conclusions from it.
The results of the additional study confirmed the hypothesis of formality and context affecting 
the occurrence of intensifiers,  as  argued also in various other  studies (e.g.  Trudgill  1983, 
Mustonen 2007). From all the adjectives in the direct conversation and telephone call sections 
21.8% were intensified,  compared to the whole spoken corpus with the intensification of 
15.0%. This is a very highly significant difference (X˗squared = 84.3672, df = 1, p˗value < 
2.2e˗16). When making comparisons to other studies, one must not forget the factors in the 
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background of the results. In the following sections, the age, gender and education factors will 
be examined more closely.  The question of formality will  be re˗examined in  4.2.3,  while 
inspecting how gender affects the use of intensifiers.
5.2.2 Intensification of adjectives and the age factor
After  analysing  the  overall  frequency of  intensifiers  and  the  question  of  formality  in  an 
overall level, it is time to inspect the three social variables of interest, beginning with the age 
factor. Figure 1 illustrates the occurrence of intensifiers among different age groups. Below 
the figure there is a table (Table 14) about the number of intensifiers and adjectives to provide 
additional and more specific information.
Figure 1. Overall distribution of intensifiers by age in ICE˗GB
18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 66+
0,0%
5,0%
10,0%
15,0%
20,0%
25,0%
Intensif iers
Age
%
50
Table 14. The number of intensifiers and adjectives in different age 
The  figure  indicates  the  fact  that  in  this  data,  younger  generations  use  intensifiers  more 
frequently compared to older generations.  In the first  age group, 18–25, the frequency of 
intensifiers is 21.7% after which it declines to 20.6% in age group 26–35. In the following 
group, there is a steep diminution of intensifiers to 8.1% after which the frequency rises again 
in age group 46–55 (12.8%). The frequency increases slightly in the following age group 
(13.3%) and then declines again with subjects over 66 years of age (11.1%). The results are 
very highly significant (X˗squared = 236.9105, df = 5, p˗value < 2.2e˗16).
When observing similarities between ICE˗GB and other corpora, it can be stated that younger 
people tend to use more intensifiers than older ones. Barbieri (2008) and Tao and Xiao (2006, 
cited in Barbieri 2008) reached similar results and report that intensifiers were most popular 
among people from 15 to 34 years of age, especially in the youngest age groups. The situation 
is the same in ICE˗GB. If we inspect Figure 1 again, the popularity of intensifiers declines in 
age group 36–45, however, the occurrence of intensifiers increases again to some extent in the 
following groups. Such decline that is visible in the age group 36–45 in ICE˗GB is not clearly 
visible in other studies, for example, Tagliamonte (2008), which is the only study available 
that  divides age into more then three groups.  In Tagliamonte (2008: 327) a  steep decline 
similar to ICE˗GB is not visible with all intensifiers. However, so, pretty and especially really 
Age Intensifiers Adj. Overall %
18-25 675 3,108 21.7
26-35 238 1,155 20.6
36-45 145 1,794 8.1
46-55 369 2,874 12.8
56-65 226 1,693 13.3
66+ 159 1,435 11.1
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become visibly less popular in age groups 30–39 and 40–49. There could be a similar decline 
of certain intensifiers in ICE˗GB as well, which would explain the change.
To compare the results with the York data (Ito and Tagliamonte 2003), some modification to 
ICE˗GB division to six age groups should be made as there are only three age groups in Ito 
and Tagliamonte (2003). This naturally affects the figures and results. To compare them and to 
see whether the age group divisions affect the results in some way, I will combine some of the 
ICE-GB groups to  form only three groups.  The results  can be observed in the following 
figure, accompanied by Ito and Tagliamonte's (2003: 265) study.
Figure 2. Overall intensification by age in ICE˗GB and the York (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) 
data
As we can see in this figure, the York (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) data show a similar overall 
decline of intensifiers from younger subjects to the older ones, although the decline in the 
York (ibid.) data are more steady than in the ICE˗GB. There does not seem to be a similar 
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effect as in Tagliamonte (2008) for the frequency of intensifiers to decline. Nevertheless, the 
significance of these differences cannot be tested because the numbers were not presented in 
Tagliamonte's  (ibid.)  study.  Besides,  such  division  to  three  age  groups  does  not  provide 
detailed results, compared to Figure 1, for example. In addition to a sufficient number of age 
groups, we need to take the other social variables into consideration as well to reach a better 
analysis.
5.2.3 Intensification of adjectives and the gender factor
In this  section,  the gender  factor  will  be analysed in˗depth,  as  well  as the age groups to 
present a broader view of intensifier use. The results are illustrated in Figure 3. Below the 
figure there is a table presenting some additional information.
Figure 3.  Overall distribution of intensifiers by gender and age in ICE˗GB
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Table 15. Overall intensification in the male and female data (X˗squared = 125.1549, df = 1, 
p-value < 2.2E˗16)
When we compare Figure 3 to Figure 1 (overall intensification among different age groups), 
we can see that the figure is similar to the male figure of Figure 3. The reason for this is the 
fact that the amount of the male data (1,077 intensifiers) in the ICE˗GB corpus are much 
larger compared to that of women (735 intensifiers),  which gives more emphasis on male 
tendency in using intensifiers overall. Therefore, it is important to investigate the frequencies 
of  men  and  women  as  two  separate  groups  rather  than  concentrating  on  the  overall 
intensification too much.
According  to  the  whole  ICE˗GB  spoken  data,  female  speakers  use  significantly  more 
intensifiers on average, men 12.7% and women 20.7% (X-squared = 125.1549, df = 1, p-value 
< 2.2e-16).  In  fact,  women have  higher  frequencies  compared  to  men in  all  age  groups. 
However, these differences are less apparent in younger age groups and more visible with 56–
65–year˗olds. With the latter group, intensifier frequencies among women (24.3%) are about 
twofold compared to men (12.3%). The smallest difference in intensifier frequencies among 
men and women are with 26–35–year˗olds (men 19.5%, women 21.3%) and with 46˗ to 55–
year˗olds  (males  12.5% and  females  14.2%).  In  general,  intensifier  frequency  in  speech 
M overall F overall
Age Intensifiers Adj. Overall % Intensifiers Adj. Overall %
18-25 279 1,407 19.8 396 1,701 23.3
26-35 89 456 19.5 149 699 21.3
36-45 104 1,530 6.8 41 264 15.5
46-55 294 2,347 12.5 75 527 14.2
56-65 190 1,545 12.3 36 148 24.3
66+ 121 1,218 9.9 38 217 17.5
OVERALL 1,077 8,503 12.7 735 3,556 20.7
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diminishes gradually with females and more dramatically with males from the first age group 
to 36–45˗year olds. With males, the use of intensifiers increases after the age group 36–45, 
however, the same happens with females after age group 46–55. After this, the intensifier 
frequency declines  gradually with  males,  compared  to  females  who have  a  high  peak  of 
intensifiers in age group 56–65 (24.3%).  Both differences in the male (X˗squared = 140.704, 
df = 5, p˗value < 2.2e˗16) and female (X˗squared = 27.3491, df = 5, p˗value = 4.877e˗05) 
results are highly significant, the male results more so.
The high peak of intensifiers in the female 56–65 group can also be observed in other studies. 
Although  some  studies,  such  as  Barbieri  (2008)  claim  that  gender˗based  differences  are 
generally strongest among the youngest age groups and have a tendency to fade away among 
older generations, other studies found similar results as in the ICE˗GB data. For example, Ito 
and Tagliamonte (2003) observed that gender is a relevant factor in middle generations (35–
65),  where  especially  certain  intensifiers  are  more  frequent  among  women.  According  to 
Tagliamonte's (2008) data, the use of very declines in men from age group 39 onwards during 
ages 40–59 but then increases to a greater extent. With women, however, there is no such 
decline, rather, a peak in age group 50–59. This course of development is similar to the oldest 
generations in my data.
As an addition to the overall gender comparison, let us return to the formality issue mentioned 
in 4.2.1. Interestingly enough, we receive a different result of male and female intensifier use 
when we inspect the informal part of ICE˗GB. In the formality substudy, we discovered that 
the overall intensifier frequency was much higher in the informal part of the corpus compared 
to the whole spoken part, which includes a large amount of formal and scripted data. If we 
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divide the ICE˗GB data to male and female parts, we find differences between the whole data 
and the substudy data. In the whole data, males intensify 12.7% of the adjectives and females 
20.7%.  In  the  supposedly  more  informal  direct  conversation  and  telephone  call  parts, 
however, men intensify  20.2% of the adjectives and women  23.1%, which means that the 
difference between the sexes is strikingly smaller in the direct conversation and telephone call 
sections.  These results are statistically significant (X-squared = 9.0958, df = 1, p-value < 
0.002562).
What could be suggested on the basis of these results is that the formality of the situation 
affects men more than women. This result is in conflict with Holmes' (2001) ideas of women 
as status˗conscious and the sex using more standard forms in formal situations, presented in 
2.3.   Tannen's (1991) theory of women using more intimate speech is supported with this 
ICE˗GB finding, however, Tannen (ibid.) also recognized the difference between public and 
private discussions as well as same˗sex and mixed˗sex discussions. Thus, one could assume 
that ICE˗GB would show the same tendency of women using much less intensifiers in formal 
situations than informal. It is also important to consider whether it could actually be men who 
are  more  status˗  and  formality˗conscious.  If  intensifiers  can  be  interpreted  as  part  of 
powerless language (see Lakoff 1975), the theory would suggest that anyone who wants to be 
in a powerful and more credible position (e.g. a politician) will use less intensifiers in their 
speech. Nevertheless, one could assume that women would do the same. 
One factor in the ICE˗GB data can be that it was compiled during the 1990s when women 
were  still  less  often  seen  in  formal,  public  discussions  compared  to  the  present.  The 
compilation  of  the  corpus  itself  could  be  one  reason  why  women  have  a  much  higher 
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frequency of intensifiers in the formal part of the corpus. The male and female discussions 
should be observed more closely to see whether the more formal female data could actually be 
from less  informal  contexts  (e.g.  classroom teaching)  than  those  of  men  (e.g.  television 
discussion programs). 
A brief examination of specific parts, supposedly highly formal legal cross˗examinations and 
parliamentary debates supports this suggestion. In legal cross˗examinations the part of male 
data is 91.5% and female only 8.5% and in parliamentary debates, 80.2% of the data are from 
men and 19.2% from women. Thus, male data are the majority in more formal situations in 
the corpus, whereas in the most informal parts of the corpus, female data are the majority 
(direct conversations and telephone calls). Therefore, it could be stated that the female data of 
ICE˗GB takes place in more informal point of the formality scale compared to men. If we 
examine the intensification of the supposedly most formal parts further, interesting results can 
be received. While in legal cross˗examinations women intensify their adjectives by 17.4% and 
men 11.7% (X-squared = 0.8151, df = 1, p-value < 0.3666), in parliamentary debates the 
result is contrary with female intensification of 15.2% and male 17.0% (X-squared = 0.3106, 
df = 1, p-value < 0.5773). According to the previously presented statistics, gender is not a 
very significant factor in this context. However, what can be noted is that the formality of the 
situation is a very important factor when examining intensification. As men dominate in the 
amount  of  data  in  the whole corpus  and the male data  are  concentrated  on more formal 
contexts than with women, it is bound to result in a lower percentage of intensification in the 
whole ICE˗GB.
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5.2.4 Intensification of adjectives and the education factor
As the previous sections have shown the intensifier frequencies in male and female speech of 
all age groups in the data, and next the analysis will be broadened to encompass all 24 subject 
groups in the study by investigating also the role of education. It must be noted, however, that 
the amount of data in some groups is scant, especially with secondary females. Therefore, the 
results must be interpreted with caution. The findings can be observed in Figure 4, followed 
by Table 16 and 17 containing additional information. The possible unreliability (if there is 
less than 30 intensifiers or adjectives) is signalled with a * in the tables. A star is also present 
in the following figure to point out the clear unreliability in the pattern.
Figure 4. Overall distribution of intensifiers in all study groups in ICE˗GB 
58
Table 16. Intensification in Sec and Uni male groups (*=low amount of intensifiers)
Table 17. Intensification in Sec and Uni female groups (*=low amount of intensifiers)
As mentioned, the percentages of some groups (especially M Sec 26–45 and F Sec 36–65) are 
unreliable because of the diminutive amount of adjectives and intensifiers found in the data, 
as some of the text files are very small in the corpus.  In addition, the fact that there are less 
data with females overall compared to males creates some problems for the analysis of the 
results. However, statistical analysis shows that the results are highly significant (all 4 groups 
overall: X˗squared = 129.3904, df = 3, p˗value < 2.2e˗16).  When inspecting the education 
factor in addition to gender and age, more detailed results can be found than with age and 
gender solely. Education seems to play an important role in the use of intensifiers. 
INT+ADJ M Sec M Uni
Age Intensifiers Adj. Overall % Intensifiers Adj. Overall %
18-25 122 740 16.5 157 667 23.5
26-35 7 28 25.0* 82 428 19.6
36-45 11 396 2.8* 93 1,134 8.2
46-55 40 229 17.5 254 2,118 12.0
56-65 24 191 12.6* 166 1,354 12.3
66+ 27 186 14.5* 94 1,032 9.1
OVERALL 231 1,770 13.1 846 6,733 12.6
INT+ADJ F Sec F Uni
Age Intensifiers Adj. Overall % Intensifiers Adj. Overall %
18-25 181 843 21.5 215 858 25.1
26-35 53 187 28.3 96 512 18.8
36-45 5 17 29.4* 36 247 14.6
46-55 1 2 50.0* 74 525 14.1
56-65 1 5 20.0* 35 143 24.5
66+ 24 139 20.1 14 78 18.0
OVERALL 265 1,193 22.2 470 2,363 19.9
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First of all, in both gender groups, intensifiers are more frequent with university level people 
in the age group of 18–25–year˗olds. Nevertheless, the situation is reversed with women and 
men aged 26–35. In the following age group of 36–45–year˗olds, the frequency of intensifiers 
decreases in all education levels except with Sec women (29.4%) who use intensifiers about 
twice as much as their  Uni peers (14.6%).  This  result  of  Sec women can nonetheless be 
affected by coincidence, as the number of hits is remarkably low. The significance of F Sec 
data cannot be tested reliably with statistical analysis because of the scantiness of the data 
(X˗squared = 7.7208, df = 5, p˗value < 0.1723; Chi˗squared approximation may be incorrect). 
The same problem occurs in the next age group of 46–55˗year olds. Sec women score 50% 
because of the minor amount of hits. With people aged 56–65, however, Uni women have a 
notably high frequency of intensifiers compared to the other female and male groups. In the 
last  age group this  difference evens out  to some extent.  Other  studies,  such as Macaulay 
(2002) and Ito and Tagliamonte (2003), have found that intensifiers are usually more common 
among university level subjects, but the results of the ICE˗GB data are more multi˗level and it 
also depends on age how high the intensifier frequencies are among the two educational paths. 
In the next paragraphs, the ICE˗GB results will be discussed in more detail, comparing the 
different groups with each other.
First, when we compare the Sec women and Uni women, there is a difference between the 
overall  frequencies  of  intensifiers,  however,  this  difference  is  not  statistically  significant 
(X˗squared = 2.4691, df = 1, p˗value = 0.1161). In the data, Sec females intensify 22.2% of 
their adjectives, whereas their Uni peers intensify 19.9%. When inspecting the age groups in 
detail, keeping in mind the unreliability of the results with the F Sec age groups 46–55 and 
56–65, more reliable conclusions can be drawn from the other age groups. 18–25–year˗old 
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university women (25.1%) use slightly more intensifiers than their Sec peer group (21.5%). In 
the following age groups, the frequency among Sec women rises higher than that of the Uni 
females. With 36–45–year˗olds, they (29.4%) use almost twice as much intensifiers compared 
to the Uni (14.1%) women though this is a result of the smaller data. With females aged 56–
65, Uni women use more intensifiers again (university 24.5% vs. secondary 20.0%). With 
women over 66 years of age the intensifier usage almost evens out.
After comparing the two female groups, the male groups will  be examined similarly.  The 
overall  intensifier  frequency  of  the  men  show  a  smaller  difference,  with  Sec  male 
intensification of 13.1% and Uni male intensification of 12.6%. Similar to women, the results 
are not statistically significant (X˗squared = 0.2568, df = 1, p˗value = 0.6123). As well as with 
18–25˗year˗old women, in the two male groups, Uni men have higher intensifier frequencies 
compared  to  their  secondary  peers.  However,  compared  to  women,  the  higher  level  of 
intensifiers by Uni men (23.5%) from Sec men (16.5%) is much more substantial.  In the 
following age groups from 26 to 45 years of age, the Sec male data are insufficient to draw 
conclusions from. Despite this fact, the Sec male group seem to have a higher frequency of 
intensifiers, which is  a similar  pattern as with women, in the intensifier  use from age 26 
onwards with the exception of the age group 36–45. In this group, Sec male intensification is 
2.4% (unreliable) while Uni male intensification is 8.2%. 
After comparing the male and female groups with each other, I will briefly also compare the 
sexes of the same education paths. From the Sec groups, only cautious suggestions could be 
made because of the unreliability issue. However, it is easy to point out that Sec women use 
intensifiers more than the Sec men in all age groups. This difference is most visible with 36 to 
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55–year˗olds, however, again the results are not very reliable. The occurrence of intensifiers 
in different age groups show a similar tendency between the sexes in Figure 4, indicating the 
importance of the age factor. As with Sec men and Sec women, Uni male and female groups 
have  a  similar  pattern  in  the  intensifier  frequencies  through  age  groups,  although  the 
frequencies of the Uni groups deviate even less from each other compared to the Sec peers. 
Ito  and  Tagliamonte  (2003)  received  similar  results  in  their  study  and  pointed  out  that 
especially younger Uni men are as likely to use certain intensifiers compared to their female 
peers.  Overall, Uni women have a higher intensifier frequency in all age groups, except for 
Uni  subjects  of  26  to  35  years  of  age.  Interestingly,  F  Uni  group  56–65  indicates  a 
considerably divergent peak of intensified adjectives (24.5%) compared to men (12.3%). The 
differences in the Uni female groups are very highly significant (X˗squared = 32.3156, df = 5, 
p˗value = 5.145e˗06).
Finding profound reasons to why the three variable results are what they are is not simple. An 
example of this is the high peak of intensifiers in F Uni age group 56–65. There simply are 
not much intensifier data to compare the results to, at least such data that would cover all 
three variables in so much detail as in the ICE˗GB data. Most other data have only two or 
three  divisions  of  age,  making  the  comparison  challenging  to  my  six˗group  division. 
However, statistical analysis showed that the results in general are highly significant, although 
there were no significant differences between Uni and Sec men or Uni and Sec women.
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5.3 The most frequent intensifiers in ICE˗GB and excluded data
After analysing the overall intensification and the intensification of adjectives with the age, 
gender and education factors, we will move deeper into the analysis going from the overall 
number of intensifiers to the level of specific intensifiers. First, the most popular amplifiers 
and downtoners in the data will be presented, after which the top five intensifiers will be 
discussed further in respect of the social factors age, gender and education. The results will be 
compared to the results of other studies presented in the theory part including only amplifiers. 
In the overall  analysis  of the frequency of different intensifiers  in the ICE˗GB data,  both 
amplifiers and downtoners were included in the results. After investigating the cases, some 
adverbs  carrying  the  intensifying  function  were  discarded  because  of  their  ambiguous 
function. These are more, most, as, less and least. Quirk et al. (1985) list these adverbs in their 
amplifier and downtoner lists; for example,  most as an intensifier belongs to maximizers:  I  
most appreciate your kindness. (Quirk et al. 1985: 591). However, Quirk et al. (1985:  463–
469) continue to point out that instead of intensifying, these adverbs function most often as a 
means to compare elements to each other. As makes a comparison to the same degree, while 
more, most, less and least function as comparative and superlative forms to a higher or lower 
degree, for instance: I think mimes are less funny than other comedians. More, most, as, less  
and least are indeed found in the comparative and superlative function in the majority of cases 
in ICE˗GB. Here are some examples from the data.
(12) Is it the uhm the appearance of more complex life forms...? (ICE˗GB S1B–006 225) 
(13) And the other's about uh this guy called Chomsky who's uh, well one of the world's most 
important human beings if you happen to be interested in linguistics. (ICE˗GB S1A–
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092 103) 
(14) Diesel petrol has other pollutants Kate which are just as dangerous. (ICE˗GB S1A–085 
103) 
(15) We are no less proud of you. (ICE˗GB S2B–030 74) 
Although most  has  superlative  functions  in  the  data,  it  was  found  in  some  cases  as  an 
intensifier.  Quirk  et  al.  (1985:  466)  point  out  that  "without  a  definite  determiner,  the 
construction  with  most is  always  ambiguous  between  the  superlative  and  intesifier 
interpretation when the adjective is evaluative...With the indefinite or zero article, most is 
always  interpreted  as  an intensifier."  Here is  an example  of  most  as  an intensifier  in  the 
ICE˗GB data:
(16) But the Hawk and Owl Trust acted quickly, setting up a most imaginative countrywide 
project called the Barn Owl Conservation Network. (ICE˗GB S2B–031 95)
However, the amount of such intensifying cases was low in the data, therefore, most was also 
excluded  from the  data  so  that  the  superlative  forms  would  not  distort  the  results.  The 
ICECUP program does not make distinctions between the two functions and it would have 
been burdensome to evaluate each case individually. While more, most, as, less and least are 
excluded  from  the  study,  in  the  following  section  we  will  inspect  the  amplifiers  and 
downtoners which were included in the research.
5.3.1 The most frequent amplifiers and downtoners in ICE˗GB
As mentioned before, some intensifiers can be either amplifiers or downtoners, which makes 
the analysis of those intensifiers problematic and, therefore, they have been excluded from 
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most other studies. In this section, however, we will take a closer look at the data as a whole, 
including  also  downtoners.  The  most  popular  qualified  amplifiers  and  downtoners  are 
presented in Table 18.
Table 18. The most frequent intensifiers in the ICE˗GB data
According to the ICE˗GB data, the most frequent intensifier in the contemporary BrE is very 
(32.1%).  The  percentage  of  very from all  the  occured  intensifiers  is  more  than  threefold 
compared to the second most frequent intensifier which is  quite (9.5%), followed by really  
(8.1%), so (6.0%), right (4.4%) and too (3.9%), sort of (3.5%) and a bit (3.4%) etc. 
The  results  are  naturally  quite  different  compared  to  other  corpora  of  spoken  English 
introduced in  the  theory part  of  this  thesis  (see  Table 6)  because of  the  fact  that  I  have 
included also downtoners in the study. I will first discuss the results of my study and then we 
Intensifier Ampl. / Downt. Nmbr %
VERY A 582 32.1
QUITE D / A 172 9.5
REALLY A 146 8.1
SO A 109 6.0
RIGHT A 79 4.4
TOO A 71 3.9
SORT OF D 64 3.5
A BIT D 61 3.4
RATHER D 40 2.2
MUCH A 36 2.0
ABSOLUTELY A 36 2.0
TOTALLY A 27 1.5
COMPLETELY A 25 1.4
SLIGHTLY D 24 1.3
FAIRLY D 24 1.3
PRETTY D 22 1.2
EXTREMELY A 21 1.2
PERFECTLY A 18 1.0
Total 1812
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will restrict the data to amplifiers and compare the results to other studies. The table below is 
a copy of  Table 6  presented in the theory section (merged boxes mean that the intensifiers 
have the same frequency) with one additional column. The results of my ICE˗GB study are 
included in it for an easy comparison with the other corpora.
Table 19. Most frequent intensifiers in ICE˗GB and other corpora
British English American English Canadian 
English
MY DATA
Name London 
teenagers  ˗ 
COLT  (in 
Stenström 
2002)
York (in  Ito 
& 
Tagliamonte 
2003)
LGWSE  (in 
Biber  et  al. 
1999)
LGWSE  (in 
Biber  et  al. 
1999)
Friends (in 
Tagliamon
te 2005)
Toronto  (in 
Tagliamonte 
2008)
ICE˗GB
Era 1993 1997 1990s 1990s 1994˗2002 2003 1990˗93
Freq.
1 really very very so so really very
2 very really so very, really really very quite
3 bloody so really very so really
4 fucking absolutely too too, real pretty pretty so
5 completely pretty absolutely,
bloody
totally just right
6 well too totally too too
7 absolutely that real, 
completely, 
totally,
damn
completely, 
absolutely, 
damn
all sort of
8 totally right totally a bit
9 extremely totally completely rather
10 enough completely just really much, 
absolutely
The  ICE˗GB  data  is  similar  to  most  other  corpora  when  it  comes  to  the  most  frequent 
intensifier  very.  This intensifier is the most popular of all intensifiers in the data gathered 
during the 1990s, the same era as the ICE˗GB data. In the other corpora, the intensifiers so, 
really and too are the next most frequent intensifiers of the specific eras. In my ICE˗GB data, 
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however, the downtoner  quite is the second most frequent intensifier, followed by really. In 
addition to quite, other downtoners rising to the list of the most frequent intensifiers are sort 
of, a bit, rather, slightly, fairly and pretty (see Table 18).
Quite has  been  regarded  as  a  relatively uncommon intensifier  in  some sources,  such  as, 
Barbieri (2008: 71) but in the ICE˗GB data, it is the second most frequent intensifier. Also 
Biber et al. (1999: 565–7) classifies quite as the third most popular intensifier with really. 
Biber et al. (ibid.) list quite as a non˗amplifier degree adverb, therefore, as a downtoner (listed 
as most popular downtoner in BrE section). However, it can also function as an amplifier in 
some cases (see Quirk et al. 1985: 446), as presented also in the ICE˗GB data, which can 
explain the high number of occurrences. Here are two examples of quite as an amplifier and a 
downtoner:
(17) But he is quite delightful isn't he. (ICE˗GB S1A–018 304)    [amplifier] 
(18) There is an uncharacteristic quiet as people are clearly not  quite certain what comes  
next. (ICE˗GB S2A–019 93)  [downtoner]
Many cases, however, are difficult to classify as amplifiers or downtoners, which has been 
pointed out by Quirk et al. (1985). The context of speech, as well as intonation and emphasis 
determine  the  function  to  a  large  extent.  In  a  corpus,  the  context  can  be  observed  but 
intonation is not usually shown. Therefore, the researchers must make their own judgement, 
which  can  then  affect  the  results.  The  following  examples  from  the  corpus  are  more 
ambiguous and require at least knowledge of context to determine the function of quite.
(19) That's quite interesting. (ICE˗GB S1A–070 133)
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(20) It's  quite  hard to think of that climate of opinion being re˗created in any way in the  
eleventh century. (ICE˗GB S2A–060 99)
(21) You know I meant something to him I was getting quite fond of him (ICE˗GB S1A–049 
25) 
The first (19) of these three examples shows how important intonation is in determining the 
function of quite. If it is meant to be a downtoner in the sentence, it would be heavily stressed 
or  made nuclear,  such  as:  That's  QUÌTE ÍNTERESTING.  If  quite was  intended to  be  an 
amplifier it would most likely be stressed lightly, for example: That is quite ÌNTERESTING 
(cf. Quirk et al. 1985: 599). Quirk et al. (1985: 446) points out that quite occurs more often in 
amplifying function in  American than BrE. Despite  the fact  that  the function of  quite  is 
somewhat problematic to analyse, it should nevertheless be included in the analysis because 
of its popularity in BrE (see Biber et al. 1999: 567) and because analysing  quite  and other 
downtoners might provide interesting information.
5.3.2 The most frequent amplifiers in ICE˗GB
To compare the results of the ICE˗GB data to other corpora, let us have a look at Table 20 in 
which only amplifiers have been included from the ICE˗GB data.
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Table 20. Most frequent amplifiers in ICE˗GB and other corpora
British English American English Canadian 
English
MY DATA
Name London 
teenagers  ˗ 
COLT  (in 
Stenström 
2002)
York (in Ito & 
Tagliamonte 
2003)
LGWSE  (in 
Biber  et  al. 
1999)
LGWSE  (in 
Biber  et  al. 
1999)
Friends 
(in 
Tagliamo
nte 2005)
Toronto  (in 
Tagliamonte 
2008)
ICE˗GB
Era 1993 1997 1990s 1990s 1994–
2002
2003 1990–93
Freq.
1 really very very so so really very
2 very really so very, really really very really
3 bloody so really very so so
4 fucking absolutely too too, real pretty pretty right
5 completely pretty absolutely,
bloody
totally just too
6 well too totally too absolutely
7 absolutely that real, 
completely, 
totally,
damn
completely, 
absolutely, 
damn
all totally
8 totally right totally completely
9 extremely totally completely pretty
10 enough completely just really extremely
When inspecting the similarities and differences, the results of the ICE˗GB study resemble the 
results of York (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) and LGSWE (Biber et al. 1999) the most, compared 
to  Stenstöm  (2002)  and  the  AmE  and  Canadian  English  data.  The  three  most  popular 
amplifiers include the same intensifiers in almost all of the corpora, only in different order. 
The most similarities between ICE˗GB and other corpora can be found in the York 1997 data 
(Ito & Tagliamonte 2003). This is understandable, since the gathering of the date of both York 
(ibid.) and LGWSE (Biber et al. 1999) corpora are temporally the closest to the ICE˗GB data.
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The intensifier right is the fourth most frequent amplifier in the ICE˗GB data, whereas it does 
not occur in the most frequent lists of other corpora at all, with the exception of the York 
corpus (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003), in which it is the eight most frequent intensifier. Right  is a 
remnant  of  a  somewhat  older  English.  It  appeared in  the BrE repertoire  around the  15th 
century and started gradually to fade away during the 16th century (Mustanoja 1960). The fact 
that  right  is found in ICE˗GB and in theYork (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) data can represent 
some older forms in language which have not completely faded away. Ito and Tagliamonte 
(2003:  262)  clarify  that  York  English  is  indeed  conservative  in  character,  presenting  a 
standard northern variety of BrE. In the ICE˗GB data right occurs mostly in certain situations, 
which will be discussed further in 4.3.2.2. 
Bloody  is traditionally considered as a common intensifier in BrE. If we observe Table 20, 
only LGWSE (Biber et al. 1999) and COLT (Stenström 2002) has it on their top ten lists, 
whereas it is absent completely in ICE˗GB and the York data (Ito & Tagliamonte 2003). The 
conservativeness factor discussed before can affect  the absence of  bloody  in ICE˗GB and 
York (ibid.). Another point that can affect is the structure and subject group of the corpora 
(discussed in 4.2.1). COLT (Stenström 2002) is a teenager corpus and LGWSE (Biber et al. 
1999) also has childen and youngsters in their subject groups, increasing the popularity of 
bloody as it is regarded as more popular among younger generations (Stenström 2002).
If  we examine the structure of ICE˗GB itself,  we can find other possible reasons for the 
differences between the other corpora. First of all, while exploring the overall results, it must 
be kept in mind that the data is larger for some parts than the others, as mentioned before. To 
begin with, the data is largest in the part of the University males compared to any other group. 
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Therefore, the other groups are not as well˗represented in the data. Table 21 shows the amount 
of intensifiers within the four education and gender groups:
Table 21. Number of intensifiers across education and gender groups
This table shows how dominant the University Male data is in ICE˗GB. The intensifiers found 
in the data are about half of all the intensifiers. The male dominance in the corpus highlights 
male  tendencies  and  affects  the  overall  results  and  possibly  the  frequency  of  certain 
intensifiers. The amount of data in different age groups can have an effect as well. As a result 
of this possible slight unreliability of the overall results, a more fruitful approach to the results 
should be used. A better way of analysing the data can be found by exploring the results in 
separate groups and finding the top five intensifiers of those specific groups. In that way, the 
intensifier frequencies can be proportioned correctly. This approach will be introduced in the 
following section.
5.3.3 Top 5 intensifiers in relation to age, gender and education factors
In this section, a more in˗depth analysis will be executed about the most frequent intensifiers 
in the ICE˗GB data. All of the 24 separate groups consisting of different age, gender and 
education will be examined, removing the specific reliability problem of the overall analysis 
of the most popular intensifiers in the previous section. First, an overall analysis within the 
Group Number of Intensifiers
Uni. Males 846
Sec. Males 231
Uni. Females 470
Sec. Females 265
Total 1812
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different groups will be proposed, after which the specific groups will be examined further.
5.3.3.1 Overall analysis
Before analysing the 24 groups, it should be pointed out that the small number of intensifiers 
in some groups made it impossible to distinguish the top five intensifiers. This problem occurs 
especially in secondary education groups. 36–65–year˗old Sec female groups have to be left 
out of analysis because of the extremely small amount of intensifiers. The following table 
introduces the top five intensifiers of all the groups if the data are sufficient enough (10+ 
intensifiers to draw any conclusions). The groups lacking the adequate amount of data has 
been left blank with a number of intensifiers indicated below. In addition, if there is a large 
number of intensifiers of the same frequency (e.g. only one hit with many) in low data groups, 
such as M Sec 56–65, they have been left out.
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Table 22. Top five most frequent intensifiers among all groups
When analysing the frequency of certain intensifiers as a whole within the 24 groups, certain 
conclusions can be made. First of all, in most groups, the difference of the popularity between 
the most popular and the second most popular is quite remarkable, with the most common 
intensifier in all groups being very. The next most popular intensifiers vary depending on the 
gender, age and education variables. Thus, the results of the Top 5 analysis will be analysed in 
TOP 5 INT M Sec M Uni F Sec F Uni
Age Top 5 int Nmbr % Top 5 int Nmbr % Top 5 int Nmbr % Top 5 int Nmbr %
18-25 very 37 30.3 very 44 28.0 very 57 31.5 very 45 20.9
quite 25 20.5 really, quite 21 13.4 really 34 18.8 really 42 19.6
really 15 12.3 so 10 6.4 quite 20 11.1 so 29 13.5
sort of 7 5.7 sort of 9 5.7 so 17 9.4 a bit 23 10.7
slightly, too, so 5 4.1 sort of 11 6.1 quite 16 7.4
All Int 122 157 181 215
26-35 very 26 31.7 very 27 51.0 very 27 28.1
really 9 11.0 really 12 22.7 quite 14 14.6
too 7 8.5 so 6 11.3 really 11 11.5
much 5 6.1 quite 4 7.6 so, a bit 7 7.3
sort of , quite, slightly, totally 4 4.9 a bit 2 3.8
All Int 7 82 53 96
36-45 very 7 63.6 very 30 32.3 very 11 30.6
almost, fairly 1 9.1 right 16 17.2 sort of 4 11.1
fully, darn 1 quite 8 8.6 quite 3 8.3
extremely 4 4.3 right 2 5.6
absolutely, totally 3 3.2 fairly, too
All Int 11 93 5 36
46-55 very 13 32.5 very 98 38.6 very 29 39.2
right 7 17.5 quite 24 9.5 too 14 18.9
absolutely, well 4 10.0 right 16 6.3 a bit, a little, so 5 6.8
perfectly, entirely3 7.5 rather 14 5.5 quite, rather, right 4 5.4
too 8 3.2
All Int 40 254 1 74
56-65 very 4 16.7 very 58 34.9 very, right 8 22.9
slightly, so 2 8.3 right 30 18.1 much 4 11.4
quite 10 6.0 far 3 8.6
perfectly, too 5 3.0 totally 2 5.7
much 4 2.4 completely
All Int 24 166 1 35
66+ very 13 48.2 very 31 33.0 very 7 29.2 very 4 28.6
too 5 18.5 quite 10 10.6 so 6 25.0 rather, sort of 2 14.3
really 3 11.1 rather 8 8.5 too 3 12.5 extremely
2 so 6 6.4 a bit, quite 2 8.3
absolutely 5 5.3
All Int 27 94 24 14
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detail in the following paragraphs from the point of view of the different social variables.
5.3.3.2 Top 5 intensifiers and the age factor
As mentioned before,  very is  commonly used regardless of  age,  gender  and education in 
ICE˗GB. In addition, the downtoner quite reaches the top five list of the majority of the study 
groups. It does not seem to be much affected by the variables under inspection, though quite  
is most common among the younger subjects and least common in the M Sec groups. Going 
from the younger subjects to the older ones, however, there seems to be some intensifiers 
which are more clearly age˗related. With 18–35–year˗old subjects, the intensifiers really and 
(to some extent)  so are quite popular, whereas among subjects that are older than 36 years 
intensifiers  too  and right are  more  frequent. For  some reason, however,  right  it is  not  a 
popular intensifier with 66+ subjects in this data.
If we inspect the right cases in the data more closely, it occurs mostly in a specific idiomatic 
context:  My right honourable friend.  Therefore, it  could be suggested that this phrase has 
been popular in language during the youth and adulthood of the middle and older generations 
but has been replaced by some other form and thus has not reached the repertoire of the 
younger generations of the 1990s. Contrary to ICE˗GB, Barbieri's (2008) BNC sample corpus 
from the 1990s and the London teenager COLT (Stenström 2002) corpus from 1992 reports 
that right as an intensifier is an item in the repertoire of the younger generations. It is used in 
various  combinations  in  COLT  (Stenström  2002:  152–152),  for  example,  it  was  right  
embarrassing; have a right good laugh.  the phrase my right honourable friend  common in 
ICE-GB phrase  does  not  occur  in  COLT.  Stenström (ibid.)  points  out  that  right is  most 
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common in the upper middle class rather than working class and that the occurrence of right 
has most likely been influenced by AmE. Additionally, she points out that right seems to have 
fallen out of use before the end of the 19th century but began to reappear among London 
teenagers near the end of the 20th century.
While  very  is the most popular intensifier in all age groups in ICE˗GB, other studies have 
different results. For example, in Stenström (2002), Ito and Tagliamonte (2003) and Barbieri 
(2008) very becomes gradually a more common intensifier in adulthood and that it is in fact 
really which is the most popular intensifier in the youngest generations. Really is the second 
most popular intensifier in almost all younger age groups in ICE˗GB but the popularity of 
very does not decline very much if we compare the percentages to the older generations (see 
Table  22).  What  is  interesting  with  really is  that  although it  is  the  second  most  popular 
intensifier in most groups among the younger subjects, it disappears almost completely from 
the top five lists of the study groups after age 35. Other studies, such as Ito and Tagliamonte 
(2003) and Barbieri (2008), observed a similar tendency for really to disappear around the age 
of 35.
In Barbieri's (2008: 73) data sort of, definitely and totally are more popular in  the speech of 
younger  people  as  well.  In  ICE˗GB,  there  does  not  seem to  be  any  specific  age  when 
definitely and totally would be used most, although the results are congruent when it comes to 
sort of which is also most popular in the younger generations. As already discussed in 3.3.1, 
Barbieri (2008: 78) also claims that younger generations use a narrower range of intensifying 
items than the older because the items the younger generations use are more flexible in their 
use.  In ICE˗GB, however,  such tendency cannot  be proved because the variety fluctuates 
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between the 24 study groups (see Table 22).
The fact that  really and  so  are used among younger groups and  right with older groups in 
ICE˗GB indicates the constant change of language. Different intensifiers are popular during 
different eras, as seen in ICE˗GB and Stenström (2002). In addition, the corpora presented in 
this thesis (see Table 6) indicate a certain change of language. So and really gained popularity 
at  the end of  the 20th century and in  the beginning of  the 21th century,  becoming more 
popular than  too and even  very in many cases, especially in AmE (see Biber et al.  1999, 
Tagiliamonte & Roberts 2005, Ito & Tagliamonte 2003).
5.3.3.3 Top 5 intensifiers and the gender factor
Some studies, such as Macaulay (2005), show that gender is not necessarily the factor which 
determines the use of certain intensifiers (e.g. very). In Ito and Tagliamonte's (2003) data age 
is the most significant factor in the occurrence of  really  in middle generations, but in the 
youngest  and oldest  generations  there  is  no gender  difference to  be found.  Tagliamonte's 
(2008:  384)  Toronto  data  show  a  similar  pattern  with  very.  There  is  very  little  gender 
difference except for a notable deviance around 40 to 60 years of age. If we compare these 
results to ICE˗GB, we find that the frequencies of very varies in different age groups. Figure 5 
visualises this variation.
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Figure 5. Frequency of very in male and female groups
The figure shows that it is actually men who use very more, compared to women who have a 
higher frequency only in the age group 26–35. In Tagliamonte (2008), women have a higher 
frequency in the later age groups but in ICE˗GB, the results are contrary to this. Tagliamonte 
and Roberts (2005), on the other hand, found in their data that both genders use very equally. 
Statistical analysis shows that the differences are not significant (X˗squared = 17.9043, df = 
11, p˗value = 0.08383). 
If women intensify their  adjectives 8% more than men (see 4.2.4) and the most common 
intensifier, very, is not used most by women, they must use other intensifiers more compared 
to men. What can be noticed in Table 22 is that there are some intensifiers that occur more in 
the female groups,  for instance,  so,  a bit  and  sort  of.  A bit  especially is  clearly a female 
intensifier as it does not appear on any male top five list but it is visible in most female groups 
of different ages.  So and sort of  are popular intensifiers in all 18–25 groups despite gender, 
although they are more frequent among women in these age groups as well. Sort of disappears 
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from male  lists  completely after  age  35  and  so  becomes  less  popular  after  the  youngest 
generations, though the popularity of so declines with women as well. Quite on the other hand 
seem to be slightly more preferred by men, especially by Uni males.
Other studies, for instance, Precht (2008) and Tagliamonte and Roberts (2005), point out that 
so  is a female intensifier, but it is also related to emotiveness. Since women are commonly 
regarded  as  more  emotional  than  men,  this  could  explain  the  higher  occurrence  of  so. 
Therefore,  intensifiers  cannot  be  classified  by one  factor  alone,  as  we have  seen.  Precht 
(2008)  continues  that  while  so  can be  regarded as  a  female  intensifier,  totally is  a  male 
intensifier.  In  ICE˗GB  totally  can  be  found  more  in  male  lists  (especially  in  younger 
generations) than those of women, but the difference is not notable. It seems that results of 
studies vary when it comes to  totally. In contrast with Precht (2008), in Stenström's (2002: 
143) teenager data  totally  is in fact much more popular among female subjects. Stenström 
(ibid.) continues that  really is also much more common among young female subjects. This 
similar tendency can be seen in Tagliamonte (2008) and Ito and Tagliamonte (2003) too. In 
ICE˗GB, really receives higher percentages in younger female groups as well. Nevertheless, 
as the frequencies of many of these discussed intensifiers vary between the 24 groups, it can 
be said that the gender variable affects most clearly the use of downtoner a bit.
5.3.3.4 Top 5 intensifiers and the education factor 
When we inspect the use of specific intensifiers in the two education paths, we need to keep 
in mind that the amount of university data are ca 72% (167,255 words) and secondary data ca 
28% (65,815) of the whole spoken part of the corpus. Thus, coincidence plays a bigger role in 
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the secondary data. However, if we first compare the male and female Sec and Uni groups in 
Table 22, it can be suggested that there are some similarities within the education paths and 
also some gender similarities between the education paths. If we examine age groups 18–25, 
for instance, Sec male intensification differs the most from Uni female use of intensification. 
There is no particular intensifier that could be pointed out to belong distinctively to either of 
the education levels. Some possible exceptions could be, for example, much and rather which 
appear more likely in the Uni data. If we take groups 18–25 under investigation again, the use 
of  very  is  most  similar  between  the  two education  paths,  whereas  really seems  be  more 
influenced by gender. In age groups 66+ on the other hand, the frequency of very is very high 
for Sec males (48.2%) but for the three other education groups the frequency is lower (28.6–
33.0%). Yet,  too  seems to be favoured by Sec males and females among the 66+ subjects, 
whereas Uni subjects seem to prefer rather more than their Sec peers.
Whereas  really seems to  be  more affected by gender  than education  in  ICE˗GB, Ito  and 
Tagliamonte (2003: 275–276) received opposite results in their York research. In their data, 
younger (17–34) Uni men and women as well as Sec women had a similar frequency of really  
(14–16%). The younger Sec men did not use really almost at all (ca 3%). In ICE˗GB Sec men 
(12.3%) use really approximately as much as their Uni peers (13.4%), whereas Sec (18.8%) 
and Uni (19.6%) women have a slightly higher frequencies. In age group 26–35 the tendency 
of gender effect remains. Since the York (ibid.) data were gathered in 1997, in other words 
later than ICE˗GB, the differences of results can be affected by the change of language as 
well.
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Instead of  really, Macaulay (2002: 404–407) studied the effect of the education variable on 
the frequencies of the amplifier  very  and the downtoner  quite  in adult Glasgow English (in 
1997). He found that very and quite are clearly middle˗class intensifiers in his data and that 
middle˗class women used more  very  than their  male peers  but with  quite  the setting was 
reversed. With working˗class subjects, women clearly preferred quite over very, just like men 
but with a smaller difference in preference. The ICE˗GB data have some similarities in these 
tendencies  but  the  findings  do  not  match  Glasgow  (ibid.)  data  completely.  Whereas  in 
Glasgow the middle˗class women were the only group to prefer very over quite, in ICE˗GB 
all  groups  clearly  prefer  very  and  the  highest  frequency  of  quite is  actually  found  in 
Secondary male age group 18–25, which is the opposite of the Glasgow results. Nonetheless, 
a similarity between the studies is the fact that especially Uni men have overall the highest 
frequency of  quite  followed by the Uni women. Thus, it could be stated that the downtoner 
quite is more common among university people than their secondary peers.
5.4 Reflection on results and research questions
After analysing and discussing the results, it is time to look back to the research questions 
presented in the methods part (4.1.) and see what type of answers were found. The first two 
questions  dealt  with  the  effect  of  age,  gender  and education  factors  on the frequency of 
intensifiers in the spoken ICE˗GB data, and also to find possible reasons for variation. In 
addition, one of the aims was to try to determine whether one of the factors could be regarded 
as the most  influential  on intensifier  use.  The results  of  the study show that  all  of  these 
variables have an effect on the occurrence of intensifiers. Analysing the different intensifiers 
in the data, some of them were found to be most related to one of the variables, such as a bit 
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as a part of female speech exclusively. However, there were some intensifiers, such as really,  
that  were clearly age˗related.  The education factor  appeared to affect  the least  the use of 
intensifiers overall and specific intensifiers in the data. While analysing all the four groups 
proved to be statistically very highly significant, comparing the same-sex groups did not show 
statistically significant differences.
The third question dealt  with the role of the formality of the situation and the context in 
intensifier occurrence. According to the formality substudy we found that formality is a very 
important factor when studying intensifier frequencies. The amount of intensified adjectives 
were considerably higher in informal situations,  especially with men, compared to formal 
ones. In informal contexts, the difference between intensifier frequencies was small, whereas 
in  more  formal  occasions  in  the  corpus,  women  had  a  considerably  higher  frequency. 
However,  corpus design seemed to affect  the overall  percentages of the male and female 
results. When very formal situations were observed separately, the frequencies between the 
genders  were  small  and  in  parliamentary  debates  men  were  the  ones  who  had  a  higher 
occurrence of intensifiers in comparison with women.
The  aim  of  the  final  research  question  was  to  investigate  whether  there  are  significant 
differences  between  the  occurrence  of  amplifiers  and  downtoners  within  the  multifactor 
analysis  in  the  data. Whereas  most  researchers,  such  as  Biber  et  al.  (1999)  and  Ito  and 
Tagliamonte (2003) have not included downtoners in research for being less common, the 
ICE˗GB data prove that downtoners should not be excluded from research. First of all, quite 
was indeed the second most  frequent  intensifier  in  the data  after  the amplifier  very,  thus 
proving that it should not be forgotten. Quite had both amplifying and downtoning functions 
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in the data, which were difficult to distinguish from one another because of the absence of 
context and intonation in the data. This is one of the reasons it has been excluded from most 
studies. In addition to quite, sort of and a bit among other downtoners were found in the data. 
In the multivariable analysis, downtoners proved important information that would have been 
missed  otherwise.  For  example,  a bit was  exclusively found among females  and  sort  of  
appeared mostly with younger generations and in female speech.
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6. Conclusion
This MA thesis has concentrated on the significance of the social variables age, gender and 
education as well as the formality factor in the occurrence of intensifiers in ICE˗GB corpus. 
First, we become acquainted with the gender variable which has received most attention in 
social  variable  studies,  starting  with  one  of  the  most  influentiall  early  gender  language 
researchers,  Lakoff  (1975).  She proposed that  there  are  certain  factors  characteristic  of  a 
so˗called women's language, including intensifiers that make the female language powerless 
and in a way deviant from the male norm. After this Deficit approach we were introduced 
with  Dominance  and  Difference  approaches  that  take  a  different  viewpoint  to  female 
language. The Dominance approach emphasized the subordinate status of women in society 
and how that affects the female speech, whereas the Difference approach concentrated on the 
idea that women and men are simply different from each other and thus also speak differently.
Instead of studying solely the gender variable, some other linguists concentrated on different 
factors and on studying the multivariable affect on language. For example, Trudgill (1983) 
found  that  social  class  affects  linguistic  behavior  significantly  and  Stenström  (2002) 
emphasized the affect of age in her studies. Also the context of speech should be regarded 
because the formality of situation usually affects linguistic behavior, as discussed by Holmes 
(2001).  Especially  contemporary  linguists,  for  instance,  Tagliamonte  (2008)  consider  it 
important to take several factors under consideration as the different factors have their special 
impact on language.  Researchers do not,  however,  agree about  the most  influential  factor 
affecting language use. Traditionally gender has been regarded as the most important factor, 
but, for instance, Macaulay (2005) stated that age is a more deciding variable, followed by 
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gender and social class. One of the aims of this thesis was to investigate how these different 
social variables affect language and if one of them could be elevated as the most influential 
one.
To study these factors in detail, intensifiers (from the characteristics of women's language by 
Lakoff 1975) were chosen as the item of research. These adverbs of degree (e.g. very, really,  
somewhat)  modify  the  degree  of  other  phrasal  elements,  such  as  adjectives,  and  can  be 
divided into amplifiers that boost the meaning and downtoners that downtone the meaning. 
The distinction between these two groups is not always clear, since, for example, the meaning 
of  quite  depends on the context and intonation.  Quite  is usually listed as a downtoner ˗ the 
group  of  intensifiers  that  is  left  out  in  most  studies.  Researchers  have  concentrated  on 
amplifiers  and  presented  listings  about  the  most  frequent  to  less  frequent  amplifiers  in 
language. In most of these data, for instance, in Biber et al. (1999), very, really and so are the 
most  popular  intensifiers  in  BrE  as  well  as  in  other  English  variants.  Degree  adverbs 
constantly undergo shifts in meaning (grammaticalization and delexicalization), which results 
in the fact that different intensifiers are popular during different times and become recycled, 
as discussed in Tagliamonte (2008).  
According  to  different  intensifier  and  social  variable  studies,  many  factors  affect  the 
occurrence of intensifiers. As regards age, most studies (e.g. Ito & Tagliamonte 2003) confirm 
that intensifiers are more frequent among younger generations than older ones and that people 
use different intensifiers at different ages, which is also affected by different trends. As an 
example, younger generations usually prefer using  really and older generations  very.  There 
are also gender differences in the use of intensifiers. Usually younger males and females both 
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have high frequencies  of intensifiers  but generally,  it  is  regarded that women tend to use 
intensifiers more, as well as different intensifiers (e.g. Tagliamonte 2008). However, among 
different social classes, both middle˗class men and women use more intensifiers than their 
working˗class peers (e.g. Macaulay 2005). In addition to age, gender and social class, the 
formality and the emotionality of situation affects the amount and type of intensifiers occuring 
in  speech.  The  number  of  intensifiers  is  usually  smaller  in  formal  situations,  whereas  in 
informal and emotional situations, they are more frequent (e.g. Tagliamonte & Roberts 2005, 
Mustonen 2007).
To test these social variables and the formality question, as well as the importance of the 
usually neglected downtoner  group in  studies,  ICE˗GB corpus was chosen as  the data  of 
research. The results this study are partially congruent with the results of other studies, but 
there are differences as well. The overall amount of intensifiers was lower in ICE˗GB than in 
the other corpora. A further formality study revealed that the context of the speech situations 
lowered the overall percentage, especially for men, because there were relatively more male 
data and from more formal contexts than with women. A large part  of ICE˗GB has been 
gathered  from rather  formal  situations.  When  more  informal  parts  were  investigated,  the 
overall  percentage  was  higher  and  men  and  women  used  almost  the  same  amount  of 
intensifiers.  This  supported  the  importance  of  formality,  which  was  one  of  the  research 
questions.
The age variable study showed a similar decline in intensifier  use from younger to older 
generations, however, the decline was more intense in the middle generations compared to 
other studies, such as Ito and Tagliamonte (2003). Very was the most frequent intensifier in all 
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groups, compared to some studies, such as, Barbieri (2008) who pointed out that  really  is a 
more  common intensifier  among  the  younger  subjects.  Though  really  was  the  next  most 
popular intensifier in the younger generations of ICE˗GB subjects, too, and really disappeared 
almost completely after 35 years of age. So was also more frequent among younger subjects. 
The use of very increased slightly after age group 26–35 in many groups, as well as right, too 
and some other intensifiers.
When the gender factor was studied, it was found that women use more intensifiers than men 
in all age groups in ICE˗GB, especially in age groups 36–45 and 56–65. Ito and Tagliamonte 
(2003) received similar results with middle generations, however, the 56–65 peak was not 
present in other studies, except Tagliamonte (2008) found an increase of  very in her 50–59 
Toronto female data, though in ICE˗GB, it is other intensifiers that are more frequent in that 
female group, compared to men. Naturally, when comparing the results to corpora from other 
eras, we need to keep in mind the fact that language changes and is different in different 
locations as well, but other corpora can still provide some information. Most other studies 
point out that so is a female and an emotional intensifier but in ICE˗GB, so appeared in both 
male and female speech even though women had higher frequencies in younger age groups. 
In ICE˗GB, there were some intensifiers that seemed to be more frequent for either gender. 
The downtoner sort of was slightly more frequent in the female data. However, the downtoner 
a bit  is clearly a female intensifier in the data, it does not occur in any of the male groups. 
This proved the importance of downtoners in multivariable research, as well as the fact that 
the downtoner quite was in fact the second most frequent intensifier in the whole data. It also 
seemed to be slightly more popular among men than women.
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The investigation of the effect of education on intensifier frequencies showed that, in contrast 
with other studies (e.g. Macaulay 2002), secondary subjects (especially women) used slightly 
more intensifiers in their speech than their university peers. However, the secondary data were 
notably smaller than the university data, which allows more room for coincidences. There did 
not appear to be any particular intensifiers  that  would clearly be a characteristic of either 
secondary or university speech.  However,  such intensifiers  as  rather,  much  and especially 
quite seemed to be slightly more common in the university data. Ito and Tagliamonte's (2003) 
data show that  really  would be significantly related to the education or social class factor, 
although in ICE˗GB really was more affected by gender than education. The ICE˗GB results 
have differences with Macaulay's (2002) research as well. In his data,  very  and  quite  were 
more frequent in his middle˗class data than among working˗class and that  quite  was more 
common than  very  in many groups. Nevertheless in ICE˗GB,  very  was the most frequent 
intensifier in all groups.
What can be concluded from the multivariable study is  that  at  least  in ICE˗GB, all  these 
factors have an impact on the occurrence of intensifiers. However, it seems that both age and 
gender are the most deciding factors among the different  social  variables.  Comparing the 
differences between the results of all four groups together proved to be statistically highly 
significant as well, although the same-sex analysis was not. The formality of the situation is 
also a very important factor. In future research, it would be interesting to study these factors 
even further in a larger data. The ICE˗GB is not a very large corpus and, therefore, there was 
not enough data available for all study groups, which affected the analysis of the education 
factor,  in  particular.  It  would also be interesting to study the social  variables  in  different 
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contexts.  This  thesis  could  tackle  only the  gender  factor  in  formal  and informal  contexts 
because of the restrictions of the data. However, what should definitely be studied further are 
downtoners.  They  have  been  discarded  in  most  studies  but  can  provide  important  and 
interesting information about intensifier use among people. As the case of quite shows, it is a 
frequent downtoner in ICE˗GB and proved information about gender and age tendencies. In 
addition, a bit also proved to have a gender difference. Therefore, I believe that in the future 
more multivariable studies should be conducted and research should not be limited to one or 
two factors because such studies provide restricted information about language.
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Finnish summary
Ihmisten väliset kielitieteelliset eroavaisuudet ovat olleet hyvin pitkään sekä tutkijoiden että 
tavallisten  ihmisten  mielenkiinnon  kohteena.  Etenkin  sukupuolta  pidetään  perinteisesti 
ratkaisevana tekijänä kielenkäytön erovaisuuksissa. Eräs varhainen merkittävä kielitieteilijä 
on Robin Lakoff. Hänen teoksensa Language and Woman's Place (1975) herätti keskustelua 
miesten ja naisten puheesta vielä pitkään teoksen julkaisun jälkeen. Hän määritteli naisten 
puheeseen  kuuluvaksi  tiettyjä  ominaisuuksia,  jotka  heijastavat  naisten  heikkoutta  sekä 
voimattomuutta  yhteiskunnassa  ja  korostavat  miesten  valta-asemaa.  Myöhäisemmät 
kielitieteilijät, muun muassa Coates (2004) ja Tannen (1991) sen sijaan korostivat sitä, että 
naisten puhe ei ole voimatonta, mutta miesten ja naisten puhe yksinkertaisesti eroaa toisistaan.
Lakoffin (1975) määrittelemiin naisten puheen ominaisuuksiin kuuluvat vahvistussanat, kuten 
erittäin ja  melko,  joita  Lakoff  väittää  esiintyvän  selvästi  enemmän  naisten  kuin  miesten 
puheessa. Monet seuraavien sukupolvien kielitieteilijät, esimerkiksi Ito ja Tagliamonte (2003), 
ovat vahvistaneet sukupuolen olevan oleellinen tekijä näiden vahvistussanojen esiintymiseen. 
Kuitenkin  toiset  kielitieteilijät,  muun  muassa  Trudgill  (1983)  ja  Macaulay  (2005), 
huomauttavat,  että  kielentutkimuksessa  kuuluisi  ottaa  huomioon  muitakin  sosiaalisia 
muuttujia  eikä  luokitella  kieltä  pelkän  sukupuolen  perusteella.  Esimerkiksi  ikä, 
yhteiskuntaluokka, koulutus sekä tilanteen virallisuus on todettu tärkeiksi ihmisen puheeseen 
vaikuttaviksi  tekijöiksi  (esim.  Macaulay 2005,  Tagliamonte  2008,  Stenström 2002).  Täten 
monimuuttuja-analyysi on parempi lähestymistapa kielen tutkimiseen verrattuna vain yhden 
tai muutaman faktorin analysointiin.
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Tämän  pro  gradu  -tutkielman  tarkoitus  on  tutkia  usean  eri  muuttujan  merkitystä 
vahvistussanojen  esiintymisessä  brittienglannissa.  Koska  Lakoff  (1975)  ehdotti 
vahvistussanojen olevan oleellisia enimmäkseen naisten puheessa ja monet tutkimukset, kuten 
Ito ja Tagliamonte (2003) ovat tukeneet tätä havaintoa, tavoitteenani on tutkia, kuinka paljon 
sukupuoli  vaikuttaa aineistossa esiintyvään kieleen muihin muuttujiin,  kuten ikä,  koulutus 
sekä  tilanteen  muodollisuus,  verrattuna.  Kiinnostavaa  on  nähdä,  vaikuttaako  jokin  tekijä 
selkeästi muita tekijöitä enemmän.
Lakoffin (1975) naisten puheen yhdeksi ominaisuudeksi mainitsemat vahvistussanat kuuluvat 
adverbeihin,  jotka  ilmaisevat  astevaihtelua  heikosta  vahvaan.  Niitä  yleensä  käytetään 
adjektiivien sekä adverbien yhteydessä, mutta ne voivat esiintyä myös esimerkiksi verbien 
vahvistajina.  Vahvistussanat jaetaan perinteisesti pääsanan ominaisuutta vahvistaviin (esim. 
erittäin,  todella)  sekä  heikentäviin  (esim.  hieman,  melko)  vahvistussanoihin.  Yleensä 
heikentäjät on jätetty pois tutkimuksista,  sillä ne ovat jokseenkin harvinaisempia puheessa 
(Biber et al. 1999) ja jotkut heikentäjät, kuten  quite  voivat toimia joissain tilanteissa myös 
vahvistajina, mikä tekee niiden määrittelyn vaikeammaksi. Kuitenkin tässä tutkielmassa nämä 
molemmat ryhmät otetaan huomioon, jotta tulokset antaisivat mahdollisimman monipuolisen 
kuvan  aineistossa  esiintyvästä  kielestä.  Tutkimukseen  sisällytetään  sekä  vahvistavat  että 
heikentävät  vahvistussanat,  mutta  pääsanaksi  rajataan  pelkästään  adjektiivit,  jotta  tuloksia 
voisi verrata helpommin muihin tutkimuksiin. Brittienglannin yleisimmiksi vahvistajiksi on 
määritelty  very,  so, really,  too, absolutely  ja  bloody  sekä yleisimmiksi heikentäjiksi  quite,  
pretty, nearly  ja  rather  (Biber et al.  1999), tosin eri vahvistussanojen suosio muuttuu ajan 
myötä;  esimerkiksi  very-vahvistussanan  käyttö  on  vähentynyt  2000-luvulla,  kun  taas 
vahvistussanojen so ja really suosio on kasvanut 1990-luvulta lähtien. 
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Tutkimuksen aineistona toimii ICE-GB korpuksen puhutun englannin osa. Korpus on koottu 
1990-luvun  aikana,  joten  se  ei  kuvasta  aivan  nykypäivän  englantia,  sillä  kieli  muuttuu 
jatkuvasti.  Kuitenkin  korpusta  voi  hyvin  verrata  etenkin  muihin  1990-luvulla  koottuihin 
korpuksiin sekä arvioida vahvistussanojen käytön muutosta.  ICE-GB:ssä on yhteensä vain 
noin miljoona sanaa, mutta se on silti  paras saatavilla oleva korpus monifaktorianalyysiin, 
sillä  kyseiseen  korpukseen  on  ohjelmoitu  monipuolinen  työkaluohjelma,  ICECUP  3.1. 
Vahvistussanoja tutkitaan tämän ohjelman avulla ikä-, sukupuoli-, koulutus- sekä formaalius-
muuttujien kannalta.
Tutkimuksesta saadut  tulokset osoittavat,  että ICE-GB:ssä esiintyi  samoja vahvistajia  kuin 
muissa tutkimuksissa, esimerkiksi Ito ja Tagliamonte (2003), Stenström (2002) sekä Biber et 
al.  (1999).  Lisäksi  heikentäjät,  etenkin  quite  ovat  aineistossa  yleisiä.  Kuitenkin  kaikkien 
vahvistussanojen kokonaismäärä on muita korpuksia alhaisempi. Tarkempi analyysi osoitti, 
että  formaalius-muuttujalla  on  suuri  vaikutus  vahvistussanojen  esiintymiseen  ICE-GB:ssä, 
sillä korpus sisältää suhteellisesti suuren määrän virallisista tilanteista kerättyä materiaalia. 
Tämä  virallinen  materiaali  on  selkeästi  painottunut  miespuolisiin  puhujiin,  mikä  laskee 
miesten  kokonaisintensifikaatiota  aineistossa,  sillä  vahvistussanojen  käyttö  vähenee 
epävirallisesta  tilanteesta  viralliseen  mentäessä.  Epävirallisemman  aineiston  tarkastelu 
korpuksesta osoitti, että sekä miehet, että naiset käyttävät vahvistussanoja melkein yhtä paljon 
puheessaan  ja  että  tilanteen  epävirallisuus  nostaa  vahvistussanojen  määrää  molemmilla 
sukupuolilla. Täten tilanteen virallisuus osoittautui tärkeäksi tekijäksi.
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Ikä-muuttujalla oli myös tärkeä merkitys vahvistussanojen yleisyyteen. Nuoremmat puhujat 
käyttävät  niitä  enemmän  kuin  vanhemmat  osallistujat,  vaikkakin  vahvistussanojen 
vähentyminen ei ole lineaarista ikäryhmien välillä. Muun muassa Ito ja Tagliamonte (2003) 
tekivät  samantyylisen  havainnon  aineistossaan.  ICE-GB:n  yleisin  vahvistussana  on  very, 
mutta  tietyt  vahvistussanat  ovat  selkeästi  ikään  liittyviä.  Really esiintyy  vain  alle  35-
vuotiailla, lisäksi so on nuorilla yleisempi. Nuoremmista ikäryhmistä vanhempiin siirryttäessä 
tiettyjen vahvistussanojen, kuten very, right ja too, määrä kasvaa.
Sukupuoli-muuttujaa  tarkastellessa  aineisto  osoittaa,  että  naiset  käyttävät  enemmän 
vahvistussanoja  kuin  miehet  kaikissa  ikäryhmissä,  etenkin  36–45-  ja  56–65-vuotiaiden 
keskuudessa.  Myös  tietyt  vahvistussanat  esiintyvät  useammin  joko  miehillä  tai  naisilla. 
Heikentäjät sort of esiintyi hieman enemmän naisten puheessa, mutta toinen heikentäjä a bit  
esiintyy  selkeästi  vain  naisten  puheessa.  Täten  myös  heikentäjät  ovat  tärkeitä 
monimuuttujatutkimuksessa,  eikä  niitä  tulisi  unohtaa.  Miesten  kohdalla  aineisto  ei  osoita 
mitään  tiettyä  vahvistussanaa  yleiseksi  verrattuna  naisiin,  tosin  heikentäjä  quite  on 
keskimäärin yleisempi miesten puheessa.
Viimeiseksi koulutus-muuttujaa tarkasteltaessa toisen asteen koulutuksen suorittaneet (etenkin 
naiset)  käyttivät  keskimäärin  enemmän  vahvistussanoja  kuin  korkea-asteen  koulutuksen 
käyneet.  Tämä tulos  on  vastakkainen  muihin  tutkimuksiin,  esimerkiksi  Macaulay  (2002), 
verrattaessa. Kuitenkin toisen asteen aineisto on huomattavasti pienempi kuin ylemmän asteen 
aineisto, joten toisen asteen aineisto ei ole niin luotettava ICE-GB:ssä. Aineistosta ei osoita 
minkään  tietyn  vahvistussanan  kuuluvan  tietyn  koulutusryhmän  puheeseen,  mutta  jotkut 
vahvistussanat,  kuten  rather,  much  ja  etenkin  quite  vaikuttavat  olevan  yleisempiä 
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korkeakouluaineistossa.  Koulutusmuuttujatulokset  ovat  eniten  ristiriidassa  muiden 
tutkimusten, kuten Macaulayn (2002) sekä Iton ja Tagliamonten (2003) kanssa. Esimerkiksi 
Ito  ja  Tagliamonte  (2003)  huomasivat,  että  heidän  aineistossaan  really  on  yhteydessä 
koulutustasoon  tai  yhteiskuntaluokkaan,  kun  taas  ICE-GB:ssä  kyseisen  vahvistussanan 
esiintymiseen vaikuttaa enemmän sukupuoli kuin koulutus.
Yhteenvetona  tuloksista  voidaan  sanoa,  että  kaikki  tutkitut  muuttujat  vaikuttavat 
vahvistussanojen  esiintymiseen  ja  että  tulokset  ovat  suurimmalta  osin  tilastollisesti 
merkitseviä.  Kuitenkin  vaikuttaa  siltä,  että  ikä,  sukupuoli  sekä  tilanteen  virallisuus  ovat 
vahvistussanojen  esiintymisessä  vaikuttavampia  muuttujia  kuin  koulutus.  Lisäksi 
heikentävien  vahvistussanojen  merkitys  osoittautui  tärkeäksi  monimuuttujatutkimuksessa. 
Tulevaisuudessa  olisi  mielenkiintoista  tutkia  heikentäjiä  laajemmin isommassa  aineistossa, 
sillä  niistä  ei  ole  tehty  kovin  paljon  tutkimuksia.  Laajempi  aineisto  voisi  tarjota 
mielenkiintoisia ja tarkempia tuloksia myös koulutus- ja formaaliusmuuttujien vaikutuksesta 
vahvistussanojen esiintymiseen.
